Exploring validation and expectations among community college transfer students by Towers, Kristin
Graduate Theses and Dissertations Iowa State University Capstones, Theses and Dissertations 
2020 
Exploring validation and expectations among community college 
transfer students 
Kristin Towers 
Iowa State University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/etd 
Recommended Citation 
Towers, Kristin, "Exploring validation and expectations among community college transfer students" 
(2020). Graduate Theses and Dissertations. 17988. 
https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/etd/17988 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Iowa State University Capstones, Theses and 
Dissertations at Iowa State University Digital Repository. It has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate Theses and 
Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Iowa State University Digital Repository. For more information, 
please contact digirep@iastate.edu. 






A dissertation submitted to the graduate faculty 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of  




Program of Study Committee: 
Lorenzo Baber, Co-major Professor 







The student author, whose presentation of the scholarship herein was approved by the program 
of study committee, is solely responsible for the content of this dissertation. The Graduate 
College will ensure this dissertation is globally accessible and will not permit alterations after a 












TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Page 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................... iv 
ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................... vi 
CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................1 
Statement of the Problem .......................................................................................................... 1 
Research Questions & Purpose of the Study ............................................................................. 4 
Conceptual Framework .............................................................................................................. 4 
Significance of the Study ........................................................................................................... 6 
Methods Overview .................................................................................................................... 8 
Definition of Terms ................................................................................................................. 11 
CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW .......................................................................................14 
Aspirations & Expectations ..................................................................................................... 15 
Community College Students .................................................................................................. 19 
Liberal Arts Students ............................................................................................................... 27 
Conceptual Framework ............................................................................................................ 30 
Chapter Summary .................................................................................................................... 36 
CHAPTER 3. METHODS .............................................................................................................38 
Research Design ...................................................................................................................... 38 
Trustworthiness ....................................................................................................................... 45 
CHAPTER 4. PARTICIPANT PROFILES ...................................................................................51 
Descriptive Participant Profiles ............................................................................................... 52 
Chapter Summary .................................................................................................................... 63 
CHAPTER 5. FINDINGS ..............................................................................................................65 
Theme 1: Sources of Validation Outside of Higher Education ............................................... 66 
Theme 2:  Variations in Expectations of the University Experience ...................................... 72 
Theme 3:  Barriers to Engaging as Transfer Students ............................................................. 76 
Theme 4: Experiences Supporting Aspirations and Positive Expectations ............................. 80 
Chapter Summary .................................................................................................................... 87 
CHAPTER 6. DISCUSSION .........................................................................................................89 
Findings in Relationship to the Research Questions ............................................................... 91 
Implications and Recommendations ...................................................................................... 101 
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................. 111 
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................113 
APPENDIX A.  IRB APPROVAL MEMO .................................................................................120 
APPENDIX B.  RECRUITMENT & SAMPLING MATERIALS .............................................122 
iii 
 
APPENDIX C.  INFORMED CONSENT ...................................................................................124 
APPENDIX D. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL................................................................................126 




How is it that piecing together words that adequately show gratitude for the support I 
have received seems more difficult than writing the dissertation itself?  I will likely fall short of 
doing so here, but I hope that I have expressed my thanks and appreciation to those mentioned 
below in other ways over the years.  I owe them all a debt of gratitude.   
I must first thank the two people most involved with my work through this process, Drs. 
Lorenzo Baber and Ann Gansemer-Topf.  My first exposure to the program was through 
Lorenzo’s class.  He has supported my efforts since day one, even when I had no idea what I was 
doing.  Ann provided me with support and feedback with immeasurable value, draft after draft 
after draft, through the most difficult part of my doctoral program.  To my other committee 
members, Drs. Michael Brown, Loreto Prieto, and Rachel Smith, I am so grateful for your 
guidance, feedback, and validation.  I am so pleased and proud that you agreed to serve on my 
committee and am thankful for the time, energy, and attention you have all given me over the 
years.  I have also had the opportunity to learn from many other wonderful faculty through my 
participation in the Education program at Iowa State University.  I have felt so fortunate to be a 
part of the positive learning environments found within those classrooms and will always speak 
fondly of my time spent there. 
My eternal gratitude to the person most impacted by my decision to pursue this goal, my 
husband, Joe.  If there was a word beyond ‘patient’ it would describe him through my adventures 
in education, forgoing his share of my time and attention so I could work towards something I 
cared about and enjoyed doing for myself.  I dedicate this work to him and our daughter, Vivian.  
Reading, thinking, and writing about the positive messages students deserve to hear about 
themselves and what they are able to achieve all felt differently after having you, Vivian.  I can’t 
v 
 
wait to see all of the things that you do and hope that you love school and learning and the 
challenges they can present as much as I have.  It is a privilege to love something that can give 
you so much.   
There are many others who I have leaned upon that deserve thanks.  To my parents, I am 
grateful for the good qualities you instilled in me and all of the ways you have encouraged me 
over the years.  I have no idea how you did it but I hope to do the same for Vivian.  Endless 
thanks to my friends, who listened to me talk about school projects and milestones for years with 
genuine interest and words of encouragement.  And last, thank you to my peers and classmates, 
James, Paul, Jeanne, and many others.  I will always be grateful for the opportunity to tag along 
with you.  You helped me celebrate, listened to me complain, and inspired me with your own 
work.  Most importantly, knowing that others were going through what I was going through, 
working towards the same thing, helped me to feel less alone through some of the ups and 
downs.  Your friendships helped me to feel more tightly tethered to this goal when I sometimes 






Given the growing number of students choosing to pursue higher education through the 
community college pipeline, considerable research has been directed towards examining the 
experiences of community college transfer students.  Such research often places focus on 
comparing academic outcomes between transfer students and non-transfer students and 
examining background factors and challenges associated with transfer student adjustment in 
relationship to persistence to graduation.  Taking such an approach results in a limited view of 
transfer students, operating from a deficit-centered approach, and fails to adequately investigate 
outcomes for community college transfer students beyond graduation.   
Guided by Rendon’s (1994) validation theory, this instrumental case study sought to 
explore community college transfer students’ reflections regarding what support and 
encouragement they found to be meaningful as they considered their expectations for their post-
graduation pursuits.  These students were selected using purposive sampling and were enrolled in 
soft, pure disciplines as classified by Biglan (1973) at a public, four-year university.  Through a 
pair of face-to-face, semi-structured interviews, seven participants were questioned regarding 
interactions with faculty, staff, peers, and family that caused them to feel validated.  They were 
also asked about their plans immediately following the completion of their bachelor’s degree and 
their expectations and confidence associated with those plans.   
Process and focused coding strategies (Stake, 1995) were used, revealing four themes: 1) 
families serving as supplemental support and validation, 2) variations in students’ expectations 
of the university experience in comparison to existing models and theories, 3) barriers to 
engaging as transfer students, and 4) educational experiences supporting positive expectations, 
including the transfer experience itself.  These findings were used to inform recommendations 
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for practice, policy, and future research.  This includes the recommendation that transfer students 
no longer be viewed as an at-risk population but instead approached as possessing important 
tools and resources developed through unique experiences that can be drawn upon as they 




CHAPTER 1.    INTRODUCTION 
Of the increasing number of students pursuing higher education following high school, 
more and more students are seeking community colleges as an entrance point to their college 
education (Shapiro et al., 2018).  Recent data show that approximately 40% of new first-year 
students begin their college careers at community colleges, and 47% of undergraduate students 
attend a community college at some point (Shapiro et al., 2018).  The students who choose this 
route are more likely to come from low-income households or belong to a minoritized group in 
comparison to those who enroll in four-year institutions directly from high school (Chen & 
Starobin, 2018; Shapiro et al., 2018).   
Statement of the Problem 
Due in part to these disparities in enrollment patterns, a segment of community college 
research has focused on the impact of community college enrollment on Bachelor’s degree 
completion and other student outcomes (Lichtenberger & Dietrich, 2017; Marling, 2013; Shapiro 
et al., 2017).  This research has primarily focused on exploring characteristics and factors that 
contribute to upward transfer from 2-year to 4-year institutions and bachelor’s level attainment, 
including sociodemographic characteristics, high school preparation, academic readiness, and 
family and socioeconomic backgrounds (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014; Wang, Wickersham, & 
Sun, 2016).  Literature related to transfer students’ experiences during their undergraduate 
education has focused on the relationship between undergraduate experiences and academic 
achievement, persistence to graduation, and campus engagement, especially in comparison to 
students who instead attend a four-year institution directly from high school (Wang, 
Wickersham, & Sun, 2016).  Another segment of educational research focuses on students’ goals 




of what might actually happen if educational or career decisions are made, relates to research on 
student aspirations, or their interests, plans, ambitions, wants, or desires (English & Umbach, 
2016; Khattab 2015).  However, an overlap of research regarding community college transfer 
students’ outcome expectations is limited, suggesting we know much less about how the transfer 
experience may impact educational or career plans for these students following their transition 
from one institution to another.  This lack of research is surprising, given widespread recognition 
that college experiences influence goal attainment (Beal & Crockett, 2010; Carter, 2003; Wang, 
2009).   
Although considerable research has focused on bachelor’s level expectations and 
completion for community college transfer students, less attention has shifted towards these 
students’ expectations regarding their post-graduation pursuits.  Looking beyond student 
graduation rates is of importance given evidence showing a significant link between students’ 
career and education expectations and actual decision-making (Gore & Leuwerke, 2000; 
Goyette, 2008).  Such research builds on Bandura’s (1986) social cognition theory, which 
suggested “individuals’ actions are dependent upon their judgments of what they can do, as well 
as on their beliefs about the probable outcomes that may follow” (Gore & Leuwerke, 2000, p. 
238).   
It is important to explore factors that influence students’ career or advanced education 
decision-making to better support student outcomes.  A focus on community college transfer 
student experience is especially important, given the high number of community college students 
from minoritized or under-represented student groups (Chen & Starobin, 2018; Shapiro et al., 
2018).  Goyette (2008) suggests that research related to outcome expectations is useful in order 




Such inquiry may yield understanding regarding transfer students’ unique experiences as they 
navigate their post-transfer environment.  Much research related to the experiences of 
community college transfer students focuses on the challenges students encounter and the impact 
those barriers have in relationship to student outcomes.  Wang, Lee, and Wickersham (2019) 
explain, “The path to transfer is filled with obstacles, which often result in the cooling out of 
educational aspirations or plans” (p. 85).   Previous investigations have shown students to 
encounter challenges to completing an undergraduate degree based on their transfer experiences 
(Laanan, Starobin, & Eggleston, 2010; Shapiro et al., 2018; Wang, Wickersham, & Sun, 2016); it 
would not be surprising, then, for students to feel similarly challenged when considering what 
opportunities they pursue following graduation.  Exploring students’ reflections regarding their 
educational journeys and what encouragement they have found meaningful when navigating this 
path could help us to better understand how to support community college transfer students in 
practice and policy.   
This study places focus on students from liberal arts disciplines.  This decision was made 
to bind the case study, allowing a more in-depth exploration of students with a more common 
experience, rather than a focus on students from majors across disciplines.  Of the potential 
disciplines or major types to explore, liberal arts majors were chosen based on the flexibility 
liberal arts students are given in their academic and career pursuits resulting in increased 
decision-making ambiguity (Carevale, Cheah, & Strohl, 2012; Goyette & Mullen, 2006).  
Further, students with liberal arts majors associated with science, technology, and mathematics 
were not included based on those majors’ curriculum structures and career pathways being more 





offered in Chapter 2 and a more thorough description of the sampling method employed for this 
study is offered in Chapter 3.  
Research Questions & Purpose of the Study 
The following research questions inform this study.  These questions center on 
understanding academically and interpersonally validating experiences liberal arts students 
encounter, including those experienced after transferring from a community college to a public, 
research-intensive university.  Such an investigation was achieved through a qualitative, 
instrumental case study. This inquiry allows for exploration of what these students identify as 
meaningful validation, expressed in their own words.  More specifically, the following research 
questions are posed:  
1. What validating experiences inform education and career expectations for community 
college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines?  
2. How do community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines 
experience validation at their four-year institution? 
Through this exploration, this study aims to inform practice, policy, and future research.  
Institutional staff, faculty, and administrators may be better informed regarding meaningful 
validation opportunities for transfer students when post-graduation planning, in addition to 
clarifying programming and policy decision-making for university leadership.  This exploration 
may also provide a starting point for future research on topics including the effect of validation 
and post-transfer experience on post-graduation decision making for community college transfer 
students in liberal arts disciplines.   
Conceptual Framework 
Rendon’s (1994) validation theory will be used as a framework to guide this study.  




of validation in students.  Validation, defined by Rendon as “the intentional, proactive 
affirmation of students by in-and out-of-class agents” (p.12), supports feelings of self-efficacy 
and belonging through interactions with faculty, staff, peers, and family.  Rendon conceptualized 
two forms of validation.  Academic validation refers to students’ trust in their own ability to 
learn and in their confidence in their role as students.  Interpersonal validation supports personal 
and social development and affirms not just the role as a student but as a person.  Both forms of 
validation can take place inside or outside of the classroom.  As a result, interview protocol 
questions for this study were designed to explore academic and interpersonal validation 
experiences by participants inside and outside of the learning environment. 
Validation theory has been used as a theoretical or conceptual framework to guide 
research on student success outcomes (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).  Research applying 
validation theory suggests that validating experiences provide academic and personal benefits to 
students.  Examples of these experiences include positive interactions with faculty outside of 
class time, faculty and staff learning students’ names, and students feeling they were partners in 
learning with their faculty and peers.  Based on these findings, validation has been used as a 
framework to guide policy and practice recommendations and initiatives related to student 
retention, transfer, and academic success (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).   
This study sought to build upon these findings by applying elements related to validation 
theory as a guide for exploring experiences of validation of community college transfer students 
who major in a liberal arts discipline at a single university as they consider their expectations for 
the future, following their graduation.  Interview questions centered on students’ interactions and 
experiences, including those had with faculty, staff, and peers at their university and with their 




interactions and experiences as having influenced their sense of academic and interpersonal 
validation.  Focus is placed on student experience given research indicating that students’ 
experiences in college may be as important for their persistence to their goals as their pre-
college characteristics (Wang, 2009).   
Validation theory can be especially useful for understanding the experience of students 
who struggle to engage in the campus environment, who have been invalidated in the past, or 
who may have doubts regarding their ability to be successful (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).  
Such experiences relate to the existing literature on the challenges encountered by community 
college transfer students (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014; Laanan, Starobin, & Eggleston, 2010; 
Shapiro et al., 2018; Wang, Wickersham, & Sun, 2016).  This strength of application also lends 
validation theory’s use for exploring the experiences of underserved students, including those 
from minoritized groups, lower socioeconomic backgrounds, or first-generation students.  
Validation theory focuses on how interactions and involvement with inside and outside of class 
actors can help students to feel an increased sense of belonging and integration and to feel that 
their backgrounds and prior experiences are valued and respected (Rendon, 1994).   
Elements associated with student validation based on previous research applying 
validation theory were used to guide the interview protocol for this study. Questions focused on 
participants’ pre-transfer validation in addition to their interactions with university faculty, staff, 
and peers.  Participants were also asked about their expectations as they consider their career or 
advanced education prospects.  A more thorough discussion regarding validation theory’s use in 
this study will be included in Chapter 2.   
Significance of the Study 
A wealth of existing literature documents the impact of transfer on persistence to 




dip in grade point average (GPA) shortly following transfer (Coyote, 2013).  Much less is known 
about how the transfer experience can impact students’ expectations as they consider career or 
advanced education opportunities.  Research shows that an important factor contributing to 
aspirations and expectations is the experience during undergraduate education and prior 
educational achievement (Gore & Leuwerke, 2000; Pascarella, 1984).  It is essential to consider 
whether the experiences students gain during their post-transfer education help to validate these 
aspirations and encourage more positive expectations, improving chances that they will pursue 
opportunities in alignment with their interests and goals.  This study offers an exploration of how 
validating experiences encountered by transfer students in liberal arts disciplines may influence 
outcome expectations in an effort to inform practice, policy, and future research on this topic.    
Exploration of this subject is valuable based on its ability to extend the focus of 
community college transfer student research beyond graduation and job placement rates.  
Creating better understanding regarding not just whether students are graduating and getting 
jobs, but also regarding supporting measures found to be valuable as they pursue those endeavors 
sheds light on factors driving their post-graduation decision-making.  Whether students graduate 
from college, feeling positively about this investment will shape their pursuits.  Students 
continually engage in rational decision-making processes according to perceived costs and 
anticipated returns, especially as they near graduation (Wolniak & Engberg, 2019).  If students 
lack confidence in their ability to acquire competitive positions that align with their aspirations, 
they may miss out on the benefits that such opportunities can yield.  The validation students 
receive from their families, faculty, staff, and peers are found to build students’ feelings of 
confidence in themselves both as learners and as people (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).  It is 




expectations as they consider their lives after graduation.  Based on this, this study sought to 
explore students’ experiences of validation as they consider their career and educational 
expectations.   
Methods Overview 
This study uses an instrumental case study design (Stake, 1995). The sample includes 
students who have transferred from a community college to one four-year institution, have 
chosen a liberal arts major, and have completed at least one term at their post-transfer university.  
The study will use purposeful sampling to identify and select participants.  Participant eligibility 
was determined based on their responses to a screening questionnaire provided to them through 
an initial recruitment email.  The four-year institution at which the students are enrolled is a 
public, research-intensive land grant university in the Midwest, with nearly one-third of its new 
students each fall being transfer students.  
Participant interviews served as the primary data source for this study.  Two semi-
structured interviews were conducted with each of the seven participants. Interviews lasted 40-60 
minutes, were recorded and transcribed, and were supplemented with researcher fieldwork notes 
and reflective memos.  The first interview was spent reviewing consent forms and addressing 
participant questions, building rapport, and exploring more general experiences of validation 
related to the participant’s background, community college experience, and transition to the 
university.  The second interview focused on students’ post-transfer experiences as they relate to 
academic and interpersonal validation, in addition to their expectations as they consider their 
post-graduation plans.  Although interviews served as the primary data source, supporting 
documentation was also drawn upon when analyzing findings and developing conclusions.  The 





to provide context to the primary data source is a strategy that is supported by Stake’s (1995) 
approach to case study. 
Interview data were analyzed using two coding strategies.  A constant comparative 
method was used when applying the first coding strategy, process coding (Saldaña, 2016).  The 
second coding strategy, focus coding, allowed the process codes to be organized into more 
refined categories based on frequently or prominently occurring codes within the first phase of 
coding.  Trustworthiness was built through the use of fieldwork notes and memos to construct an 
audit trail and support researcher reflexivity; use of university websites as documentation to 
build context and triangulate data, as recommended by Stake (1995); and member checks with 
participants following each interview and once findings were revealed through analysis.  A 
statement of the researcher’s epistemological stance and positionality will also be provided in 
Chapter 3.   
Limitations 
Although efforts were made to strengthen the trustworthiness of this study, it is important 
to recognize that limitations exist.  First, the sample was small, with all participants attending 
one institution and all data captured within one academic semester.  This inquiry does, however, 
provide a snapshot of the reflections of a small group of students regarding validation they have 
experienced, a topic with limited existing research and great potential to inform practice and 
policy.  Second, the students who self-selected into this study may not share experiences that are 
representative of those of all community college transfer students.  Participants in this study were 
nearing graduation after having completed several semesters at the university and communicated 
feeling generally positive about their higher education experience.  However, this study does not 
capture the experiences of students who had withdrawn from the university shortly after their 




possible that these students would have more to share regarding struggles to transition, a need for 
increased validation, and low expectations for the future.  
Third, the use of a case study for the study’s method of inquiry means data collected is 
dependent on the participant’s recollection regarding their experiences and the researcher’s 
interpretation as data is analyzed and findings are reported.  Although this approach does offer 
benefits not offered through quantitative measures, additional considerations must be made.  
Measures, including member checking and researcher reflexivity, were taken to address the 
concerns regarding trustworthiness and confirmability of research as much as possible.   
Fourth, the study was conducted at a predominantly white institution (PWI), with two-
thirds of its student body identifying as white.  This means that although a portion of the 
literature used to inform this study focused on minoritized students and other underserved 
populations who commonly utilize community colleges as an entry point to higher education, 
students who volunteer to participate in the proposed study may not be representative of the 
larger community college transfer student population.  Further, this study’s findings will not be 
generalizable.  Findings could be used to inform understanding regarding post-transfer validating 
experiences and opportunities for supporting expectations and aspirations for the future.  Based 
on this understanding, practitioners, administrators, and policymakers could determine how best 
to apply findings to their own settings or needs.  Last, a limitation of this study is the challenge 
of defining liberal arts disciplines.  Studies focused on experiences or outcomes of students who 
choose to major in these disciplines vary, and often do not provide an explanation or reasoning 
for their decisions regarding taxonomy.  This study defines liberal arts based on those majors 
included in the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at the university that serves as the study’s 





There are several delimitations associated with this study. First, questions to students 
were restricted to what they expect their post-graduation plans to be. Because the focus of this 
study is on the meaning-making of students, it does not include data collection on what actual 
professional or educational choices were made upon graduating.  Although such research would 
shed light on longer-term outcomes of community college transfer students, the focus of this 
study is on experiences that have validated students and how those experiences cause them to 
feel about their futures.  There could be a myriad of other factors that could influence students’ 
actual decisions to pursue particular employment or advanced education opportunities, which fall 
outside the scope of this study.  Second, validation theory was chosen as the framework for the 
study.  While this theory serves as a useful tool for guiding study design, data collection and 
analysis, and interpretation of findings, it means that other potential frameworks will not be used, 
and therefore other opportunities for analysis and interpretation may be missed.   
Definition of Terms 
The following is a list of defined terms relevant to this study.  
Validation.  “The intentional, proactive affirmation of students by in-and out-of-class 
agents” (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011, p.12).  Validation fosters personal development and 
social adjustment and helps students to feel an increased sense of belonging to the college 
learning community as valued creators of knowledge through meaningful interactions with 
faculty, staff, peers, and family. 
Academic validation.  Validation that supports students’ trust in their own ability to learn 
and in their confidence in their role as students; can occur inside or outside of the classroom 




Interpersonal validation. Validation that supports students’ personal and social 
development and affirms not just their role as a student but as a person; can occur inside or 
outside of the classroom (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).   
Aspirations.  An abstract term reflecting idealistic values, including but not limited to 
wants, desires, wishes, interests, plans, and ambitions (Khattab, 2015).  
Expectations.  Students’ anticipated outcome following an assessment of the likelihood 
that a particular event or behavior will occur when considering educational or occupational 
outcomes given their empirical realities (Beal & Crockett, 2010; Khattab 2015).   
Community college transfer students.  A student who has transferred from a community 
college, or a two-year public, not-for-profit institution that most commonly awards associate 
degrees. 
Liberal arts disciplines.  A category of majors, as defined by the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES), classified through the Classification of Instructional Programs 
postsecondary taxonomy.  Majors include: fine/performing arts, foreign languages, liberal and 
interdisciplinary studies, philosophy and religion, English, mathematics, biological/life sciences 
and physical sciences, social sciences, area/ethnic studies, history, and psychology (NCES, 
2002).  Students invited to participate in the proposed study will have identified a major in one of 
these areas.  The study sample was further defined only to include disciplines outside of the 
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) disciplines.   
Post-transfer validation.  Experiences of validation encountered by a student following 




Transfer function. A process through which students who attend a community college are 
able to transfer and transition to a four-year institution, typically with the intent to earn a 
bachelors-level degree (Laanan, Starobin, & Eggleston, 2010).   
Transfer student capital.  The capital students build through relationships and 
experiences that contribute to student adjustment through the transfer transition (Laanan et al., 






CHAPTER 2.    LITERATURE REVIEW 
The purpose of this study is to examine the validating experiences of community college 
transfer students who choose majors in the liberal arts as they consider their expectations for the 
future.  The following review of literature provides a foundation for framing the study based on 
segments of research.  However, specific research relating to this particular topic, considering 
validation theory in relationship to post-graduation aspirations and expectations for community 
college transfer students, has not been identified by this researcher following an extensive review 
of the literature through winter 2019.  Relevant research on the topics of aspirations and 
expectations, community colleges, liberal arts education, and validation theory will be shared.   
Although we know students’ undergraduate experiences effect post-graduation planning 
(Carter, 2003; Lent et al., 2002; Pascarella, 1984; Wang, 2009), less is understood regarding how 
students’ sense of validation influences their feelings regarding the future.  In response to this 
gap in the literature, the following qualitative instrumental case study seeks to explore the 
experiences of community college transfer students who have chosen majors in liberal arts 
disciplines as they consider their expectations for the future.  Exploration regarding the academic 
and interpersonal validation encountered by transfer students, particularly those experiences had 
following their transfer, will contribute to understanding of meaningful supports and challenges.  
Such research also adds to our broader understanding of college student aspirations and 
perceived supports and barriers to academic and professional achievement.  Institutions of higher 
education serve a key role in helping students plan their futures.  Results of this research inform 
approaches to addressing student needs as they progress through and prepare to complete their 
undergraduate education.  This could take the form of information, planning tools, or services 




This chapter seeks to lay the foundation for how existing research related to this topic 
informed the present study and provides context for the theoretical framework used for guiding 
this study.  The following literature review was conducted using key search terms including 
aspirations, educational expectations, career expectations, transfer student aspirations, 
community college student aspirations, liberal arts career outcomes, and validation theory.  The 
Google Scholar search engine was used to identify sources for use.  Sources used for the 
literature review were primarily published within the last fifteen years, although several older 
sources were used to provide historical context to topics of focus.  Stemming from those search 
results, the following review includes sections of literature related to aspiration and expectations, 
including what factors contribute positively to aspiration formation and persistence; community 
college transfer student aspirations and experience; and career outcomes for students based on 
type of major.  Following this, a summary of the key concepts and relevant research applying 
validation theory, the theoretical approach used to frame this study, will be provided.  To 
introduce and summarize this literature review, I also present rationale for this study given the 
specific research topic as it relates to the context existing research offers.   
Aspirations & Expectations 
A number of studies report a positive relationship between aspirations and goal 
expectations, persistence, and degree attainment (Carter, 2003; Chen & Starobin, 2018; 
Pascarella, Wolniak, Pierson, & Flowers, 2004; Renzulli & Barr, 2017).  Research identifies 
aspirations and expectations as an essential component and one of the best predictors of actual 
attainment (Pascarella et al., 2004).  Not only does evidence suggest that they have an 
independent, direct effect on attainment, but they also appear to have a mediating effect on social 
background as it relates to attainment and serve as a significant contributor towards upward 




and expectations have been found to increase likelihood of goal achievement through a direct 
relationship, in addition to increasing chances of attainment for individuals even if they possess 
social background factors, such as coming from low SES households or being first-generation, 
that are shown to lower chances for attainment (Breland, 2004).     
According to Khattab (2015), the term aspiration refers to abstract terms including but 
not limited to wants, desires, wishes, interests, plans, and ambitions.  Aspirations reflect 
idealistic values.  Expectations instead refer to what students anticipate to realistically happen 
(Beal & Crockett, 2010; Khattab 2015).  Expectations involve an assessment of the likelihood 
that a particular event or behavior will occur, and when considering educational or occupational 
outcomes, incorporates consideration of “the empirical realities faced by students, i.e., how 
students think they will perform in reality given their socio-economic background in addition to 
their past and current academic performance (Khattab, 2015, p. 733).  Research related to these 
two terms are similar.  In fact, in many studies the terms aspiration and expectation are used 
interchangeably, as they both refer to “future-oriented cognitions” (Beal & Crockett, 2010).   
Recognizing the positive correlation between aspirations and expectations and actual goal 
attainment, many studies have focused on how pre-college characteristics influence the 
development of aspirations and, in turn, expectations (Goyette, 2008; Pascarella et al., 2004).  A 
number of empirically tested models have been formulated to explain what factors contribute to 
aspiration development and how these variables may vary for some groups.  Chen and Starobin 
(2018) summarize these factors as “demographic characteristics, social origin, social capital, and 
institutional environment” (p.  173).  More specifically, variables commonly identified in 
aspiration models include socioeconomic status (SES), race/ethnicity, family structure, parental 




career paths (Chen & Starobin, 2018; Pascarella et al., 2004).  The findings detailed in this 
section serve to inform our understanding of aspirations and expectations, yet these variables 
provide only part of our understanding of aspirations.  Understanding how these variables relate 
to experiences of validation through qualitative inquiry, as this study does, can shed further light 
on aspirations. 
The Aspiration-Attainment Gap 
Variables identified as contributing to aspiration formation are also key variables in 
aspiration-attainment gap research.  The aspiration-attainment gap is “the quantified difference 
between the number of individuals who aspired to a specific degree or enlistment into a specific 
occupation and those who attained that specific outcome” (Stout, 2015, p.  19). A number of 
explanations for what causes aspiration-attainment gaps have been offered through prior 
investigations.  It has been suggested, for example, that such gaps can be explained by the type 
of aspirations present.  Mickelson (1990) identified two types of aspirations: abstract and 
concrete.  Abstract aspirations commonly reflect dominant social ideology and are not 
necessarily reflective of individual interests, behavior, or skills.  Mickelson explains, “abstract 
attitudes are ideologically based and essentially reflect the belief that opportunity through 
education is a core component of the American Dream” (p.  46). Abstract attitudes are especially 
prominent for those who lack knowledge of the college environment, college-going processes, 
and occupational opportunities (Mickelson, 1990; Stout, 2015). 
Alternatively, concrete aspirations are rooted in material realities, actual opportunities, 
and life experiences, through their family, their schooling, and their community (Mickelson, 
1990).  These concrete aspirations influence decision-making behaviors, planning, and actual 
steps taken (or not taken) towards education and career paths.  Concrete attitudes reveal students’ 




opportunity structure surrounding them.  This influences academic effort.  As a result, concrete 
aspirations correlate with academic performance, while abstract attitudes do not (Mickelson, 
1990; Stout, 2015). 
Research on abstract and concrete educational aspirations relates to literature on the 
stratification of higher education.  Such research suggests that students with increased resources 
or from more advantaged backgrounds tend to have increased access to support, information, and 
opportunities and are more likely to enroll in and more likely to persist through college, and 
these disparities in enrollment patterns serve to maintain social class stratification in the United 
States (Chen & Starobin, 2017; Coyote, 2013; Goyette, 2008).  Goyette (2008) found evidence 
that high school students’ educational aspirations are increasing, reflecting an increasingly 
educated society and the perceived occupational needs of a globalizing economy.  However, 
these rising ambitions are often not fulfilled, especially for those from socially disadvantaged 
backgrounds.  She adds, “Even if students’ increasing expectations of a bachelor’s degree lead 
them to enroll in four-year colleges in greater proportions, there are many other ways that higher 
education serves to stratify students” (Goyette, 2008, p. 477).  She specifies that inequality in 
educational and occupational outcomes can be maintained through the type and purpose of 
institution a student attends, the type of major they select, and whether they go on to earn 
graduate education credentials. 
Based on this, Goyette (2008), places a call to action for a shift in higher education 
inquiry, stating “researchers should shift their focus from exploring the determinants of 
educational expectations to investigating whether and how expectations are realized” (p. 477).  
Although the topic of aspirations and expectations has generally been well-researched over time 




Hearn, 1987; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Mickelson, 1990; Pascarella, 1984), the breadth of research 
on this topic has been somewhat limited.  As Goyette points out, focus has been placed on 
factors associated with the early development of aspirations, including background 
characteristics and academic experiences leading up to high school graduation, as well as 
aspiration-attainment gaps at the undergraduate level.   
Although some studies have examined how undergraduate experiences impact whether 
aspirations are reached, there is still much to be learned regarding specific experiences most 
impactful (Hanson, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2015).  Examining undergraduate student experiences 
and how those experiences guide aspirations and expectations could be one of a number of ways 
new research could shift focus, as Goyette recommends.  This study seeks to achieve this by 
exploring community college students’ experiences in relationship to their aspirations and 
expectations.  Students’ evaluation of their college experience is a central predictor of their 
educational and career aspirations (English & Umbach, 2016).  This finding could suggest that 
whether transfer students evaluate their transfer experience positively or negatively, perhaps 
encouraged by feelings of self-efficacy and belonging, is of great importance as they consider 
what is next for them.   
Community College Students 
This study seeks to explore education and career aspirations through a focus on the 
experiences of community college students who have chosen majors in liberal arts majors.  In 
order to understand the unique circumstances of these students and the associated research on 
this topic, it is crucial to understand the transfer mission of community colleges.  The transfer 
function refers to a process through which students who attend a community college are able to 
transfer and transition to a four-year institution, typically with the intent to earn a bachelors-level 




primary functions of the community college, making it unique in comparison to the mission of 
other higher education institutions (Townsend & Wilson, 2006; Wang, Wickersham, & Sun, 
2016).  Community colleges were initially formed in order to provide general education training, 
similar to the first two years of student coursework at a four-year college, and were often initially 
referred to as junior colleges.  Since their formation, the missions of community colleges have 
become more diversified, as increased focus has been placed on career and technical training, 
developmental or remedial education, continuing education, and community education 
opportunities as well (Baber, Zamani-Gallaher, Stevenson, & Porter, 2019). 
Others argue that the nature of community colleges is more complicated.  Baber, Zamani-
Gallaher, Stevenson, and Porter (2019) frame the access to higher learning made possible 
through community colleges for those from backgrounds outside of the historical definition of 
“college elite” as an unintended outcome.  Although universities were initially divided between 
“upper-level universities” and “junior colleges,” influenced by German university systems, 
expanded postsecondary educational access was further supported over time through the 
enactment of legislation and policies, including the Vocational Education Act of 1963 and the 
1944 Serviceman’s Readjustment Act, also known as the GI Bill.  Even though the authors 
acknowledge the role of community college within the educational pipeline, they point out that 
due to developing external pressure, community colleges can at times serve to perpetuate social 
stratification too.  Due to community colleges’ reliance on external sources of funding, 
institutions face pressure to meet metrics too simplified for the diversity of types of institutions 
that exist and the myriad of roles such institutions play.  Because often the student outcomes 
being measured relate to workforce development and earning outcomes, students that attend 




on their race and gender.  Research suggests, for instance, that men of color are disproportionally 
enrolled in shorter-term credential programs; these programs demonstrate lower retention rates 
and don’t offer transfer opportunities, thus sorting them away from the educational pipeline 
towards the workforce.   
These social, economic, and political pressures can cause aspects of institutional missions 
to be at odds with one another as they strive to balance the need to meet diverse student needs 
with the need to acquire funding and favor with policymakers (Baber et al., 2019).  This research 
builds upon inquiry by Brint and Karabel (1989), which emphasizes the dual role community 
colleges play, both as a system celebrated as serving to democratize education by providing 
opportunity and that also serves to sort workers into industrialized positions in an industrialized 
nation.  Although this study is not focused on factors related to transfer at the community college 
level, it is still useful to consider the context surrounding the institutions which students hail 
from as they enter into and adjust to their new university learning environment.  Doing so 
provides an understanding of the numerous responsibilities that the staff, faculty, and 
administrators face when supporting diverse institutional missions as they serve community 
college students. 
Despite recognition from experts that the role of community colleges can be complicated, 
entering higher education through the community college with the intent to eventually transfer to 
earn a bachelor’s degree can be an enticing route for many students, given community colleges’ 
flexible schedules, open-access admission policies, lower costs, proximity to home, smaller class 
sizes, and emphasis on teaching (Laanan et al., 2010).  As Laanan and colleagues (2010) explain,  
 “This function provides initial access for students who otherwise would not begin their 




community college.  Because community colleges serve a large percentage of ethnic 
minorities, women, first-generation, economically disadvantaged students and other 
populations, these institutions play a unique role in serving as a gateway and pathway to 
the baccalaureate degree” (p. 175).   
The transfer function of community colleges in the state of Iowa is further strengthened 
through a partnership between the state’s community colleges and Regent Universities.  The 
Liaison Advisory Committee on Transfer Students (LACTS), established in 1972, includes 
representatives from the Iowa community colleges, the Regent Universities, the Board of 
Regents, the State of Iowa, and the Iowa Department of Education.  To streamline the transfer 
process between institutions within the state, the LACTS developed a number of articulation 
agreements, including the Associate of Arts Articulation Agreement.  This agreement specifies 
that students who complete Associate of Arts degrees from Iowa community colleges and then 
transfer to Iowa Regent Universities will have all or most of their general education program 
requirements completed (LACTS, 2019).  Such an agreement was designed to create clearer 
pathways for students pursuing baccalaureate degrees, which the LACTS communicated in its 
2019 annual report, explaining,  
The work of LACTS demonstrates our commitment to cooperation and is rooted in the 
notion that effective transfer of courses is vital to the success of students. LACTS 
supports completion of associate degrees whenever appropriate, as an evidence-based 
practice that leads to greater success after transfer, and particularly higher rates of 
completion of bachelor’s degrees (p. 9).   
Understanding this background play in influencing enrollment decision making for those 




opportunity for Iowa students is reflected in the rate of community college students who pursue 
earning their bachelor's level through the community college pipeline.  Nearly one in three Iowa 
community college students will transfer to a bachelor’s level program (Shapiro et al., 2017).  Of 
the students who transfer, Iowa ranks first in the nation for bachelor’s completion rate, with 
54.1% of Iowa community college transfer students attending a bachelor’s program graduating 
within six years.  Although this ranking is a positive sign for institutions and helps students to 
feel confidently regarding their decision to choose community college as an access point to a 
bachelor’s degree, there is still room for further understanding regarding community college 
transfer students’ expectations regarding their post-graduation pursuits.   
Community College Transfer Student Research 
Around one in three students will transfer from one college to another at least once within 
six years of college education, and 47% of undergraduate students attend a community college at 
some point (Handel & Williams, 2012; Shapiro et al., 2018).  Given that so many students will 
undergo transfer, a considerable amount of research has been directed towards transfer students 
in higher education (Wang, Wickersham, & Sun, 2016).   This research has primarily focused on 
exploring characteristics and factors that contribute to upward transfer from 2-year to 4-year 
institutions on an individual student level, including sociodemographic characteristics, high 
school preparation, academic readiness, and family and socioeconomic backgrounds (Cohen, 
Brawer, & Kisker, 2014; Wang, Wickersham, & Sun, 2016).  This research shows that 
community college transfer students are often first-generation, belong to a minoritized group, 
non-traditional, and/or lower-income and are more likely to be academically underprepared and 
work significantly more hours than non-community college transfer students (CCRC, 2018; 





These rates are of importance given that each of the previously listed pre-college 
characteristics have also been linked to additional challenges faced in the pursuit of higher 
education (Bozick et al., 2010; Chen & Carroll, 2005; Khattab, 2015; Wang, Wickersham, & 
Sun, 2016).  Further, research shows that transfer students transitioning from a community 
college to a four-year college face unique challenges in reaching their academic goals based on 
their educational experiences, as they are required to adapt to a new college campus and 
transition into a new learning environment (Coyote, 2013; Laanan, Starobin, & Eggleston, 2010; 
Townsend & Wilson, 2006; Wang, Lee, & Wickersham, 2019).  Once reaching their new 
campus, these students may struggle to adjust to the increasingly rigorous course load, integrate 
socially with peers, balance work and family obligations, communicate with professors, or 
interpret and apply new educational information and policies (Laanan, Starobin, & Eggleston, 
2010; Townsend & Wilson, 2006).  These struggles are problematic given that an ability to 
address these challenges or engage in these ways are all factors found to significantly increase 
chances for student persistence (Astin et al., 2012).  According to this pool of research, transfer 
students therefore face the task of not only completing coursework and progressing through their 
program successfully just as other students do, but also learning how to acclimate to their new 
school.   
Because of these challenges, many students are believed to struggle academically.  This 
documented drop in grade point average (GPA) experienced by some students soon after transfer 
is referred to as transfer shock (D’Amico et al., 2014; Townsend & Wilson, 2006).  Transfer 
shock is found to disproportionately affect students who are academically challenged or from 
underrepresented populations who choose to pursue a bachelor’s degree through the community 




half grade point or less.  Recent research has challenged how lasting the effects of transfer shock 
truly are.  More current studies have shown that many students will eventually recover, 
rebounding the drop to their grade point average, and go on to complete their degree with grade 
point averages similar to those of native students (D’Amico et al., 2014).   
More recent research also challenges the use of frameworks approaching the study of  
transfer students as an at risk populatuion, or deficient-based models (Davidson & Wilson, 2017; 
Laanan & Jain, 2016; Mobley & Brawner, 2019).  Much of the previous research cited in this 
literature review highlights the focus of scholarly work on the qualities or experiences 
community college transfer students lack, keeping them from succeeding in higher education.  
Although research on transfer students continues to grows in a number of areas, the research of 
Laanan and Jain, Davidson and Wilson, and others seeks not only to expand understanding on 
this topic, but also to shift a focus from individual deficiencies to a more student-centered focus 
on assets and strengths.   
Given this call for a shift in approach to transfer student research, this study seeks to 
explore how experiences of validation, which allow students to feel their strengths or assets are 
seen by others, can serve to support community college transfer students.  It may be possible that 
community college transfer students benefit from experiences they find to be validating in order 
to overcome perceived challenges associated with transferring, maintaining positive aspirations 
and expectations as a result.  Thus, exploration of how experiences of validation effect education 
or career aspirations and expectations, as this study seeks to explore, is needed.   
Community College Student Aspirations 
Literature on the maintenance of aspirations and expectations for community college 
transfer students is growing; however, such research tends to focus on particular groups within 




other minoritized student groups (Acevedo-Gil, Santos, Alonso, & Solorzano, 2015; Coyote, 
2013; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Laanan, 2003).  Early research on this topic includes seminal 
community college research by Clark (1960), which suggested that a negative effect on 
educational aspirations can be found for those students attending a community college.  This 
decrease in aspirations for those attending two-year institutions, commonly referred to as a 
“cooling-out effect,” describes the process of gradual disengagement of a student from their 
initially decided academic goal.  Cooling out is achieved by substituting higher aspirations with 
lesser avenues of achievement, believed to better fit the student’s preparation, skills, and 
abilities.  This process contributes to a class-reproduction process, sorting students based on 
social class into differing directions (Daugherty, 1987).  This research and others on this topic 
serve as a foundation for more recent inquiry related to social stratification and education 
(Bozick et al., 2010; Goyette, 2008), including that of Baber and colleagues (2019) and Brint and 
Karabel (1989). 
As outlined in the previous review of community college transfer student literature, we 
understand a considerable amount regarding common characteristics of community college 
transfer students and determinants of successful transfer.  Research also shows that community 
college transfer students most often reach graduation successfully and recover following a 
temporary dip in GPA due to transfer shock.  Still, what is less understood is how the 
experiences that students encounter during their education might impact their education or career 
aspirations or expectations following their undergraduate graduation.  A small amount of 
research in this area has been conducted.  While that research can serve to inform the proposed 
study, it still leaves room for new exploration of community college student aspirations utilizing 





community college students aspire to, this qualitative study seeks to explore how their 
experiences of validation can support their aspirations. 
Liberal Arts Students 
Understanding the history and context of liberal arts education is key for understanding 
the education decisions of students who have chosen to pursue majors associated with the tenets 
of liberal arts.  According to Goyette and Mullen (2006), liberal arts education is grounded in a 
vision of learning experience where students focus on the pursuit of knowledge and intellectual 
growth rather than an emphasis on specific professional training or material outcomes.  Further, 
value is placed on “breadth of knowledge over narrow specialization and holds an appreciation 
of learning for its own sake rather than for utilitarian ends” (p.  498).  This view of education is 
counter to the vision of many modern universities, where the focus is instead placed on providing 
more concrete, practical value to students and society through career or professional training.   
Within the United States higher education system there are two primary ways a liberal 
arts education can be gained (Goyette & Mullen, 2006).  First, there are liberal arts colleges, or 
entire institutions focused on delivering education aligned with liberal arts values.  Second, as is 
the case for this study, there are universities that possess a collection of majors that align with 
liberal arts values.  However, the university also offers programs with less emphasis on liberal 
arts training, and instead include curriculum more closely aligned with practical training 
supplemented with basic education.  Although the setting for this study is not a fully liberal arts 
college, it is still useful to understand the core values of liberal arts education in order to 
understand the basic relationship between students who earn degrees focused on liberal arts 
education and the educational and career outcomes for these students.  Such understanding is 




and outside of the classroom, as well as the aspirations and expectations for students in these 
majors based on these conditions.   
Justification for Liberal Arts Focus 
Students with majors in liberal arts majors were chosen as a focus in this study for two 
primary reasons.  First, I decided it was best to focus on a group of students in common majors, 
rather than a wide array across the university.  This decision was made in order to better 
understand the experiences of students with similar curricular experiences and similar breadth of 
career opportunities.  This choice allowed for a more defined or “bound” case study examination, 
making it possible to better explore student experiences by limiting the complexity of the system 
being examined (Stake, 1995).  Of the potential disciplines or major types to explore, I decided 
to focus on students from liberal arts majors based on the flexibility these students are given in 
their academic and career pursuits.  Due to less prescriptive curriculum requirements liberal arts 
students face increased choice and ambiguity when pursuing their educational and career goals 
(Goyette & Mullen, 2006).  
Biglan’s (1973) classification of academic disciplines supports this categorization of 
liberal arts majors, further clarifying the differences in academic experience based on major.  
Biglan defined majors using three dimensions, hard vs. soft, pure vs. applied, and life vs. non-
life.  These dimensions characterized disciplines based on their level of paradigm development, 
their practical application of research, and whether the discipline involves living or organic 
objects of study.  The majors included in this study all qualify as soft, pure majors, and include 
life and non-life disciplines.  In comparison to hard majors, soft majors have less agreement 
among members of the discipline about the important research questions and methods of 
exploration within the field.  Pure majors are also more theoretical in nature in comparison to 




social sciences, including psychology, political science, history, sociology, and anthropology.  
Although there are a number of ways to categorize academic disciplines, Biglan’s classification 
model is one of the most widely used and tested, consistently demonstrating an ability to define 
disciplinary differences, distinguishing “through heuristics that are associated with individual or 
environmental understandings, worldviews, traits, or subject matter substance” (Michel, 
Campbell, & Dilsizian, 2018, p. 32).   
Echoing the disciplinary differences Biglan describes, more recent analysis has 
consistently shown that most liberal arts majors encounter curriculum more often focused on the 
development of broad skills and intellectual growth and less on specific professional 
competencies (Carnevale, Strohl, & Melton, 2011; Goyette & Mullen, 2006).  Such findings 
reflect Biglan’s concept of soft, pure majors, in that they are more theoretically oriented with less 
agreement on discipline research paradigms.  These majors also historically demonstrate less 
linear career paths than those in business, STEM, and health science areas.  As Carnevale, 
Cheah, and Strohl (2012) explain, more general majors like those in the liberal arts have 
graduates “more broadly dispersed across occupations and industries” (p. 5).  They provide an 
example, explaining, “More than three out of four people who major in Education work in the 
Education industry while no more than 20 percent of liberal arts graduates are concentrated in 
any single industry” (Carevale, Cheah, & Strohl, 2012, p. 5).   
Based in part on these considerations, this study explores validating experiences for 
liberal arts students as they consider their career and education expectations, in hopes that doing 
so could inform policy, practice, and future research.  This study’s focus on the experience of 
community college transfer students specifically recognizes that these students may encounter 




support could be needed for students to persist through graduation and eventually reach their 
aspired occupations (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).   
Conceptual Framework 
Research has indicated that students’ experiences in college may be as important for 
their persistence to goals as their pre-college characteristics (Wang, 2009).  Recognizing the 
importance of experiences, the present study seeks to explore the experiences and engagement 
of community college transfer students as they consider their aspirations or expectations for the 
future.  When considering a conceptual approach to fit the research questions of this study it was 
important to choose one that allowed for framing the analysis of the student’s reflection on 
experiences they have found to be validating, students’ meaning-making regarding the impact 
those validating experiences may or may not have had on their sense of validation, and insight 
into their current aspirations or expectations for the future.  To frame the exploration of this topic 
validation theory will be used.  Validation theory will be discussed in the following section, 
including how it will be applied in this study and a review of relevant research applying 
validation theory to exploration of community college transfer student experience. 
Validation Theory 
Validation theory, first introduced by Rendon (1994), draws upon feminist theory to 
highlight the role of validation for shaping the student experience.  Validation fosters personal 
development and social adjustment and helps students to feel an increased sense of belonging to 
the college learning community as valued creators of knowledge (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 
2011).  Rendon developed validation theory after working with a team of researchers on a U.S. 
Department of Education sponsored study in the early 1990s that focused on learning and student 
development stemming from the academic and social experiences students encountered.  Based 




in-and out-of-class agents” (p.12) and suggested that students who experience increased 
validation in academic settings are more likely to be successful in higher education (Rendon 
Linares & Munoz, 2011).   Through this inquiry she identified potentially meaningful in- and 
out-of-class validation agents to include faculty, students, academic affairs staff, family 
members, and peers.   
Rendon (1994) identified two types of validation. Academic validation relates to 
students’ trust in their own capacity to learn, helping them to gain confidence in their role as a 
college student.  Academic validation can occur both inside and outside of the classroom and is 
activated through faculty or peer behavior.  The second type of validation, interpersonal 
validation, supports students’ personal development and social development, encourages 
students to feel that they are affirmed not just as students but as persons, and can also occur both 
inside and outside of the classroom.  When experienced together, academic and interpersonal 
validation can support students’ feeling of belonging in the higher education environment and 
maximize their opportunities to succeed.  Because this study utilizes validation theory to frame 
its inquiry, exploration of validating experiences will draw upon the concepts of academic and 
interpersonal validation.   
Rendon’s concept of validation has been applied in a number of studies in higher 
education, including research focused on students who are first-generation, low-income, take 
developmental education coursework, are immigrants or are international students (Rendon 
Linares & Munoz, 2011).  Studies using validation theory have been primarily qualitative in 
nature.  A number of studies have used validation as a theoretical framework or conceptual 
framework, as this study seeks to do, while others have drawn upon validation theory in 




and policymakers.  These studies have produced findings that inform our understanding of 
meaningful student experiences in relationship to student success.  Research relating validation 
theory suggests that validating experiences provide benefits to students, academically 
invalidating experiences including unapproachable or dehumanizing faculty are detrimental to 
student success, and that striving to provide validating experiences does not mean faculty must 
lower their academic standards or expectations.   
Validation has been used as a framework to guide policy and practice recommendations 
and initiatives related to student retention, transfer, and academic success as well (Rendon 
Linares & Munoz, 2011).  Research applying validation theory has identified strategies including 
leveraging students’ identities and culture as a learning resource, the need for validating 
experiences in- and outside of class, faculty serving as accessible partners in learning with 
students, and assignments providing opportunity to reflect student backgrounds and connect to 
personal histories (Acevedo-Gil, Santos, Alonso, & Solorzano, 2015; Bauer, 2014; Rendon 
Linares & Munoz, 2011; Zhang, 2016; Zhang & Ozuna, 2015).  This study seeks to build upon 
these findings by applying concepts related to validation theory as a framework for exploring the 
experiences of a specific student population, community college transfer students who major in a 
liberal arts disciplines at a single university as they consider their aspirations and expectations 
for the future.  Although Rendon Linares and Munoz do link validation to students’ persistence 
to achieving their goals, there is limited research relating validation to their aspirations following 
graduation, and although they explore students’ expectations regarding their academic 
experience, this researcher could find no research through 2019 linking validation to post-
graduation expectations.  This study drew upon existing research applying validation theory 




the study’s findings.  For example, I explored whether participants reported finding interactions 
with faculty and peers inside and outside of the classroom to be valuable in building sense of 
belonging.  Such insight could inform recommendations regarding steps staff and faculty could 
take in fostering more positive student-faculty relationships and peer engagement opportunities.  
Validation and community college transfer students 
Although validation theory has been used extensively to study success measures such as 
engagement, retention, or upward transfer for particular student populations, limited research 
exists relating the concept of validation to aspirations and expectations beyond the baccalaureate.  
An exploration of such experiences can help to inform efforts of staff and faculty as they seek to 
support and encourage students’ pursuits following graduation, equipping students with the 
confidence needed to reach their goals.  Although the proposed study is not meant to produce 
generalizable results, individuals in such roles may identify ways in which their work may be 
informed through increased understanding of student validation.   
Rendon Linares and Munoz (2011) and others recognize the usefulness of validation 
theory when studying community college student experience (Baber, 2018; Barnett, 2011; 
Wilson & Lowry, 2017; Zhang, 2016).  This strength stems from validation theory’s ability to 
serve as an especially useful tool for explaining how success might be achievable for students 
who find it difficult to engage in the campus environment, who have been invalidated in the past, 
or who may have doubts regarding their ability to be successful, echoing existing literature on 
the challenges encountered by community college students (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014; 
Laanan, Starobin, & Eggleston, 2010; Shapiro et al., 2018; Wang, Wickersham, & Sun, 2016).  
Validation theory has been employed as a powerful theoretical lens in order to “better understand 
the success of underserved students, improve teaching and learning, understand student 




Munoz, 2011, p. 28).  This use of validation theory echoes the earlier discussion regarding the 
complementing role validation can serve in supporting and encouraging students who might 
otherwise lack the capital present when building self-efficacy.  Such a lens allows us to consider 
what role validating agents or experiences can play in affirming students, positively contributing 
to feelings of belonging and self-efficacy.  
Rendon Linares and Munoz (2011) add that the above type of student often chooses to 
attend a community college due to its affordability and open access, given that many community 
college students are first-generation students or from low SES households (Chen & Starobin, 
2018; Coyote, 2013; Laanan, Starobin, & Eggleston, 2010; Shapiro et al., 2018).  Although not 
all community college students are first-generation or low SES, for many in this group the 
decision to attend college is one not arrived at automatically, but instead weighed carefully with 
the student potentially questioning whether they are “college material” (Rendon Linares & 
Munoz, 2011).  Validation from institutional agents is especially important for these students’ 
chances for success.  Rendon Linares & Munoz (2011) point out, 
Many of these students hail from communities where college graduates are scarce. 
Consequently, they have few role models and friends in their communities who can help 
them navigate the college going process.  While college involvement is a desired activity 
for these students, they are often unaware of the availability of opportunities and 
resources because they do not know what questions to ask (p. 13).   
Further, validation by institutional agents and peers post-transfer supports feelings of 
belonging and mitigates feelings of isolation, which are identified as two common challenges for 
community college transfer students (Townsend & Wilson, 2006).  As a result, institutional 




Experiences found to serve as validation for community college students in prior research are 
relevant to his study based on their ability to inform questions asked and associated analysis and 
interpretation of data.  I will seek to explore whether what has previously been identified as 
validating experiences is similar for this study’s particular population and setting, given as of 
summer 2019 I have been unable to find any existing literature applying validation theory in this 
way.   
Conceptual application to this study 
Recognizing the importance of validation when supporting students’ assessment of 
educational expectations (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011), validation theory can serve as a 
useful framework for guiding this study’s exploration of how experiences of validation can 
inform students’ aspirations and expectations.  This validation can spur the creation of increased 
feelings of agency, affirmation, self-worth, and freedom from past self-doubt.  Such efforts help 
even the most vulnerable students to use external validation as a means to gain internal 
confidence and agency in the face of challenges or struggle.  These feelings could offer benefits 
to academic performance and persistence in addition to supporting students’ academic and career 
aspirations or expectations following graduation.  Through a thorough review of literature 
applying validation theory to the experience of community college students, only one study was 
identified as placing a focus on aspirations.  Acevedo-Gil and colleagues (2015) examined the 
validating experiences of Latinoas/os within community college developmental education, 
exploring how experiences encouraged or discouraged aspirations for post-community college 
transfer.  Still, no studies have been identified by this researcher with focus on validation 
theory’s relationship to post-graduation aspirations or expectations for community college 




Given validation theory’s fit for framing such exploration, this study sought to draw upon 
concepts identified through validation theory as useful for building validation in students when 
exploring the experiences of students who have transferred from a community college and have 
chosen a major in the liberal arts.  An example of such a concept explored in this study is 
students’ feelings that their prior experiences are valued and that they are viewed by faculty as a 
positive contributor to the classroom environment (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).  More 
specifically, questions focused on academically and interpersonally validating experiences, 
including the post-transfer experiences students have gained since transitioning from their 
community college.  Questions sought to understand students’ perceptions regarding interactions 
with faculty, staff, and peers inside and outside of the classroom; reactions to their engagement 
and sense of belonging on campus; and other experiences they have found to be significant as 
they consider their expectations for the future.  It is hoped that through such an exploration we 
might better understand what these students have found to be meaningful and how we might 
further foster such experiences for others.    
Chapter Summary 
This chapter reviewed relevant literature concerning the aspirations of community college 
transfer students using validation theory as a guiding framework.  Information on liberal arts 
education is also included given its relevance to this particular study’s design and participants.  It 
is evident that based on what we know about the role education can play for individual well-
being and financial opportunity we must ensure that community college transfer students feel 
supported and encouraged in pursuing opportunities following graduation.  Those seeking 
community college as a route to educational attainment often come from low SES-backgrounds 
and are first-generation and/or from under-represented minority groups, meaning education can 




social mobility (Chen & Starobin, 2018; Coyote, 2013; Shapiro et al., 2018).  Literature on the 
aspirations of community college transfer students is limited, and primarily focuses on the 
formation of aspirations and the maintenance of aspirations for specific student groups 
(Acevedo-Gil, Santos, Alonso, & Solorzano, 2015; Coyote, 2013; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Laanan, 
2003).  While considerable research on the formation of aspirations and expectations and their 
relationship to attainment at the baccalaureate level exist, we know very little about how post-
graduation aspirations might be validated or invalidated, particularly for transfer students who 
must undergo transitions outside of those encountered by a typical student.  With this in mind, 
the next chapter discusses the research methods of this study, which are informed by the 
following research questions: What validating experiences inform education and career 
expectations for community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines?  
How do community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines experience 




CHAPTER 3.    METHODS 
The purpose of this study is to explore ways in which the validating experiences of 
community college transfer students in liberal arts majors (from this point forward, simply 
referred to as students) at a single university might shape their education and career aspirations.  
The research questions for this study are: 
1. What validating experiences inform education and career expectations for community 
college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines?  
2. How do community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines 
experience validation at their four-year institution? 
In the following section a description of the methodological approach to this study will be 
offered.  The section will include rationale for the selected research design, the study setting and 
sample used, and the approach to data collection and analysis.  Last, a discussion of 
considerations related to trustworthiness and the researcher’s positionality and epistemology will 
be offered.   
Research Design 
An approach that permits the participant to communicate their experiences related to 
validation as they plan for the future in their own words is essential when addressing the 
preceding research questions.  Qualitative research, which rests upon the idea that meaning is 
formed through an individual’s interaction with the world around them, can best achieve this 
(Merriam, 2002).  Qualitative research offers opportunity for open-ended questions, allowing the 
researcher to understand a phenomenon as experienced by the participant with a focus on 
process, interpretation, and meaning (Yalmiz, 2013).  More specifically, this study uses an 




issue or to refine a theory, in this instance focusing on validation theory’s fit as a potential 
framework when describing community college transfer student validation and expectations 
(Stake, 1995).  Case study can be especially useful when little is known about a contemporary 
topic of interest based on the case’s ability to provide opportunity for intensive description and 
analysis and to reveal the contextual conditions and key variables serving to shape perceptions.  
The context of the study is so interwoven with the study participants, and so central to the 
research questions, the two cannot be separated.   
A case study is used to answer “how” and “why” questions related to how aspirations 
may be influenced be validating experiences (Stake, 1995).  An instrumental case study focuses 
on an illustrative case to achieve this purpose.  Based on the uniqueness of a case study’s 
contextual conditions, it must be noted that the purpose of this study is not to provide absolute, 
generalized results but rather to reveal the perceptions of a group of students with a common 
experience in hopes of expanding our understanding -- not of how validating experiences after 
transferring will influence aspirations, but rather how they can.  From there, others with an 
interest in this topic can determine to what contexts this information could be informative or 
transferrable (Stake, 1995).   
IRB Approval 
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the university serving as the study’s setting 
granted approval for the proposed research design, determining the research as exempt.  See 
Appendix A for this study’s IRB approval memo.   
Setting 
The study setting is a public, research intensive, land grant university in the Midwest with an 
enrollment of over 35,000 students each fall.  Students are primarily white, with around 70% of 




enroll each fall, about one in three are new transfer students and about one in five are transfer 
students from an in-state community college.  Retention rates of transfer students are slightly 
lower than those of freshmen entry students; each year’s retention rates are about 5% lower for 
transfer students as compared to freshmen entry students.  Approximately 1,300 community 
college transfer students enroll at the university each fall.  The most popular majors for 
community college transfer students include pre-business, mechanical engineering, computer 
science, psychology, and agricultural Studies, animal science, and aerospace engineering. 
 Approximately 350 community college transfer students enroll in liberal arts disciplines 
each fall.  Of the 51 majors within the College of Liberal Arts & Sciences (LAS), those most 
commonly chosen by community college transfer students include Computer Science, 
Psychology, Criminal Justice, Biology, and Open Option (or undeclared).  Males and females are 
nearly equally represented in liberal arts community college transfer students.  Around two-
thirds of these students indicate being White, followed by around 10% Hispanic, and 5% African 
American.  Most community college transfer students are also domestic students; each fall just 
10 to 15 international students enroll as community college transfer students within liberal arts 
majors. 
Sample 
The study’s sample included students meeting the following inclusion criteria: those who 
have transferred from a community college to the university, have selected a major within the 
College of LAS, and have attended the university at least two semesters, allowing them time to 
transition and gain experience at the post-transfer institution.  The study excluded students 
meeting any of the following criteria: students under 18, students who have only earned college-
level credit through community college high school dual credit programs, students in a major 




The case for this study is bound through participants’ meeting of the inclusion criteria.   
The study utilized purposeful sampling to identify and select participants.  Such an 
approach is a nonprobability sampling strategy and is useful for allowing a sample selection 
which is most information-rich and therefore most revealing regarding the insight sought 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake, 1995).  The university’s Registrar’s office provided a list of the 
university email addresses of students who are currently majoring in a LAS major, have 
transferred to the university from a community college, and who have attended the university at 
least two semesters.  An email was sent to all 704 students included on the Registrar’s list.  The 
email explained the purpose of the study and what could be expected as a voluntary participant.   
Interested students were asked to complete a screening questionnaire in order to gather 
information regarding their background, major(s), and post-graduation plans.  Of the 37 students 
who completed the screening questionnaire, a follow up email invitation was sent to the 23 
students who indicated having soft, pure majors as classified by Biglan (1973).  Students with 
majors in hard, applied fields (biochemistry, biology, computer science, mathematics, and 
physics) were not included.  The second recruitment email again explained the purpose of the 
study, shared an electronic copy of the informed consent form, and invited students to set up an 
initial interview.  All participants who completed the screening questionnaire were entered into a 
drawing for one $20 Amazon gift card. See Appendix B for more detailed information on the 
recruitment and sampling materials and Appendix C for the informed consent form used.   
Data Collection 
Two semi-structured interviews approximately 45-60 minutes in length were conducted 
with each of the seven participants. Seidman’s (2006) recommendations for interviewing was 
used, although his three-interview series recommendation was modified to two interviews.  This 




being more receptive to two interviews.  Adaptation to his three interview structure is an 
appropriate strategy under such circumstances (Hilscher, 2013), and Seidman (2006) clarifies 
that “as long as a structure is maintained that allows participants to reconstruct and reflect upon 
their experience within the contexts of their lives, alterations to the three-interview structure and 
the duration and spacing of interviews can certainly be explored” (pp. 21-22).   
With this in mind, the first interview took place in early October and was spent reviewing 
the consent form and addressing participant questions, building rapport with the participant, and 
gaining understanding regarding their experience and plans leading up to their transfer to the 
university through previously established question prompts.  The second interviews took place in 
late October through mid-November and utilized interview question prompts that focused on the 
student’s experience while at the university, including ways they have engaged on campus and 
what validating or invalidating experiences they have found to be impactful.  Interviews were 
scheduled through email communication and took place in a location on campus of the student’s 
choosing.  Interview protocol can be found in Appendix D.  
With the permission of the participant, interviews were recorded and transcribed using 
Rev software application and professional transcription service.  Upon receipt of the transcripts, 
pseudonyms were applied and identifiable information removed.  The transcription service was 
asked to delete all associated files once the accuracy of the transcripts had been verified.  
Fieldwork notes were made by the interviewer during each interview using assigned pseudonyms 
to mask identifiable data.  Following transcription each interview was reviewed by the 
researcher, comparing the Rev created transcript with the audio recording.  Any corrections 
needed were made and the transcript was then shared with each participant to allow them to 




supplemented with researcher notes made during the interview sessions and reflective memos 
following the interview’s completion.  All data was stored in a two-factor identification protected 
folder.  Such an approach, creating a case study database, allows for a more organized approach 
to collecting, storing, and analyzing raw data when developing a case study narrative (Yin, 
2013).  This database contained all interview recordings and transcripts and data collection and 
analysis memos made throughout the research process.   
University documentation was gathered in order to better understand resources and 
validating opportunities made available to students at their post-transfer university.  According to 
Stake (1995), documents can provide contextual information, and can be used to confirm or 
question information from other sources as a form of triangulation.  For this particular study, 
supporting documents include information regarding transfer policies and resources on 
departmental and university websites as well as articulation agreement information provided by 
the university.  This information served to provide additional context regarding information 
students indicated exploring or having informed their decision making.  The researcher also 
attended two university-wide community college relations committee meetings in order to 
observe conversations regarding transfer student issues and community college partnerships.  
While these meetings were not recorded and transcribed, what was observed provided a deeper 
understanding regarding the university climate towards transfer students from community 
colleges.   
Data Analysis 
Participant interviews were analyzed using process and focused coding strategies.  
Process coding is an appropriate strategy for this study, given its usefulness for identifying 
actions, interactions, or emotions that are exhibited in response to situations in an effort to reach 




evolve and how significance might be applied to those events over time, allowing for a more 
dynamic understanding of the process at work.  Following processing coding, focused coding 
was used to develop more refined categories based on initial process codes identified.  Focused 
coding involves the development of categories based on frequently or prominently occurring 
codes within the first phase of coding, although emphasis is not placed on defining clear 
properties and dimensions for those categories.  For example, process codes related to a focused 
code of educational expectations include: considering options, encountering barriers, forming 
university relationships, and gathering information.  Such an approach aligns with Stake’s 
(1995) recommendations for instrumental case study analysis.  Although Stake resists too 
prescriptive an approach to analysis, he does indicate the need to develop categorical data based 
on patterns found within data.   
As Creswell and Poth (2018) suggest, notes and memos were made to organize initial 
perceptions and to help to build an audit trail that served to document thinking processes and 
clarify understanding throughout the coding process.  These steps also contribute to researcher 
reflexivity, which is essential in qualitative research and must be interwoven throughout the 
research process.  Notes, memos, and journaling help to create clear documentation about my 
own reactions to participant responses, interpretations I derived from what I see or hear, and the 
lines of thinking through which decisions are arrived at.  This self-awareness allows for more 
focused reflection on what is being seen, heard, and interpreted, through careful self-monitoring 
and consideration of personal biases, beliefs, and personal experiences on knowledge being 
created.  Engaging in this process helps to confirm that my own subjectivity and assumptions are 





Employing the previously identified coding strategies also involve constant comparative 
analysis. Such an approach emphasizes the discovering of patterns and identifying present 
themes in one’s data as an active process (Patton, 2014).  The first phase of data analysis began 
during the first interview and continued through transcription and analysis as passages are 
categorized (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  The constant comparative method allows the researcher to 
make comparisons between segments of data to one another to determine similarities and 
differences throughout the analysis process.  First, I made comparisons of data within a single 
interview to better understand the consistency of responses for that individual interview.  
Following that I made comparisons between responses given by each person in their first and 
second interviews.  Comparisons were then made between responses of different interviewees.   
Thematic codes identified as present in interview transcripts were compared to reflective 
memos and field notes taken during the interview process (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  
Comparisons were made between analysis of field notes and memos and interview transcripts to 
serve as a method for triangulation, an important strategy for supporting the clarity of case study 
research (Stake, 1995).  Representative quotes of themes were then highlighted.  Categories of 
findings were compared to existing literature, including research applying validation theory.  
University documents and websites were not examined in the same way, given that their use is 
designed to inform interview questions and provide context for the student’s major department.  
Trustworthiness 
Stake (1995) highlights the importance of the investigator’s role as the research 
instrument in qualitative research, explaining, “To describe the case, we try to present a 
substantial body of uncontestable description. We want to tell quite a bit about the case that 
almost anyone, who had our opportunity to observe it, would have noticed and recorded, much as 




the credibility of the research is essential.  Credibility establishes “whether or not the research  
findings represent plausible information drawn from the participants’ original data and is a 
correct interpretation of the participants’ original views (Anney, 2014, p. 276).   
Experts in qualitative research have identified a number of potential strategies for 
supporting trustworthiness and credibility, several of which will be used in this study.  First, 
triangulation, or using multiple forms of data, is an essential step in case study research. Doing 
so corroborates evidence to shed light on themes, validating findings by using tandem sources of 
data (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995).  Furthermore, I conducted member checks with those 
I interviewed.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) highlight member checking as perhaps the most 
important way to encourage accurate interpretation of what interviewees say and do and for 
revealing interviewer bias.  In doing so I am able to check for accuracy by reflecting back 
perceived themes and interpretations, asking the participants to share their view on the credibility 
of my work by determining how well the interview transcripts represented their actual 
experience and whether any essential reflections had been omitted.  After each transcript was 
received from the transcription service it was reviewed by the researcher and compared to the 
audio file and all identifying information was removed with pseudonyms applied.  Following 
that, each participant was emailed a copy of their interview transcript and invited to review the 
transcript for accuracy.  They were also asked whether there is additional information they 
wished to add now that time had passed following their interview.  
Researcher Epistemology 
One other method for increasing the trustworthiness and credibility of qualitative 
research is the inclusion of epistemological and positionality statements, which provide a 
description of the assumptions, background, and experiences of the researcher (Merriam & 




epistemological or personal lens.  They are interwoven throughout the research process, as I 
develop research plans, make decisions, collect data, and conduct analysis.  For example, a 
central influence on my research, or on that of any researcher, is my epistemological stance.  My 
view that our perceptions of experience and sense of reality are constructed based on our 
interactions and environment permeates the investigation process from start to finish, including 
which phenomenon are selected for focus, what theoretical framework is selected to frame the 
study, and what results are ultimately reported.  Through a constructivist view, I see students’ 
perceptions of their experience as meaningful, recognizing the role of such experiences in 
creating sense of reality and how we position ourselves within that reality (Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016).  Fundamental questions asked related to constructivism connect to how people construct 
their reality, what their perceptions or truths appear as, and perhaps most importantly, what are 
the consequences of such constructions as they effect behavior and decision-making (Patton, 
2014).    
Guba & Lincoln (1994) add that criteria or standards for research can be dependent on 
epistemological approach, too.  As previously described, constructivists seek to build 
trustworthiness and credibility.  Standards for other epistemologies can differ.  For example, 
positivists focus efforts on verifying hypotheses and require the specification of clearly 
operationalized variables to do so, testing hypotheses using quantitative or mathematical 
propositions expressed in models to either prove or disprove the presence of relationships 
existing between constructs in order to predict behavior.  In this study, a positivist researcher 
would therefore include a description of how validation has been operationalized using clearly 
identified elements.  The researcher would be expected to prove study validity, reliability, and 





outcomes with previous studies that have empirically tested validation theory (Guba & Lincoln, 
1994).   
This study is exploratory and interpretive in nature.  It does not seek to test a hypothesis 
or predict behavior.  Instead, it seeks to understand the lived experiences of a specific group of 
participants, potentially shedding light on what those students have found to be meaningful given 
their particular circumstances.  As Guba and Lincoln (1994) explain, positivism seeks to explain 
by prediction and control whereas constructivism seeks to understand through reconstruction of 
the participant’s personally constructed sense of reality.  A benefit to such an approach is 
constructivism allows for consideration of context and environment and places participant 
meaning at the center of the study (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  The importance of context is further 
emphasized in the use of case study as well (Stake, 1995).   
Again, findings of this study do not seek to provide generalizable results or to inform 
how validating experiences will influence aspirations, but rather how it can, and therefore other 
standards apply (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  Rather than seeking standards of validity and 
reliability developed through rigorous empirical testing, qualitative researchers using 
constructivist epistemologies would seek to establish trustworthiness by employing strategies to 
support credibility (Anney, 2014).  One other way to support trustworthiness is through 
researcher reflexivity regarding their own positionality, or consideration of the researcher’s 
background, perceptions, and interests associated with the study topic.  Researcher positionality 
will be further described in the following section. 
Researcher Positionality 
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) identify the inclusion of consideration of researcher 




to transfer students within a major included in this study while simultaneously studying student 
experience at that university, the potential for bias exists.  Through efforts these risks may be 
minimized and ultimately my position can offer benefits.  These efforts include data 
triangulation, member checking, and researcher reflexivity.  According to Zulfikar (2014), 
working from the position of an insider based on my professional position allows for the 
development of increased trust with participants and higher competence for understanding and 
interpreting the research context.  This allows me to better identify sources of data and to 
construct questions that more accurately reach the topic of inquiry and encourage participants’ 
responses during interviews.   
In some ways I operate as an outsider, meaning I lack first-hand entry or exposure to a 
particular experience or environment.  First, I was not a transfer student and did not navigate the 
transfer process personally.  Therefore, my understanding of this experience is based upon what I 
have gleaned through existing literature as well as through my professional experience spent 
advising transfer students.  Additionally, as a white, middle-class female with two college-
educated parents, my assumptions regarding what validation is necessary support students’ sense 
of belonging or self-efficacy and how that validation relates to future planning may not match 
those that I interview.  It is for this reason I became interested in better understanding the 
experiences of community college transfer students; if students do not feel a sense of belonging 
or self-efficacy based on the failure of their institution to provide supports needed to address the 
challenges encountered as they navigate higher education that is a problem that must be better 
understood by those who serve them.   
Zulfikar (2014) cautions that the positive and negative aspects of insiderism must be 




environment and subjects that insiderism does, outsiderism also does not contain the extent of 
risk of undue influence that insiderism does.  Efforts can be made to highlight these advantages 
and reduce the potential disadvantages of inquiry as a university insider.  The primary method 
for achieving this is rigorous researcher reflexivity throughout the research process.  For 
example, repeated considerations on whether power dynamics exist based on my position as an 
advisor were essential.   I worked to continually monitor my subjectivity and assumptions 
throughout the research process.  Reflexivity is an important component of the research process 
in order to ensure that my subjectivity and assumptions are not overshadowing what is being 
communicated by the participant.  Additional strategies for achieving this included asking 
clarifying and follow up questions during interviews and conducting member checks.  Last, in 
my data analysis and reporting of findings I supported the trustworthiness of my research by 
providing thick, rich descriptions of the process through which I reach my conclusions in 
addition to illustrative samples of interview passages to demonstrate those conclusions in 
participants’ own words.   
This chapter describes my own epistemology and positionality when conducting this 
study as well as the study setting, sampling and data collection strategies, and the analysis 
process through which themes and patterns were revealed.  These findings will be reviewed in 
more detail in Chapter 5.  Prior to that, in Chapter 4, profiles introducing each study participant 
will be shared.  These profiles describe their basic background, academic experience, and plans 





CHAPTER 4.    PARTICIPANT PROFILES 
The purpose of this case study is to explore the experiences of liberal arts transfer 
students as they consider their aspirations and expectations for the future.   The seven 
participants in this study were asked a series of questions through a pair of semi-structured 
interviews.  Questions related to their backgrounds; experiences with faculty, staff, and peers; 
and their feelings or expectations about their career or advanced education prospects.  The focus 
of this study is placed on student perceptions and perspectives, given these feelings drive 
decision making and behaviors following graduation (Patton, 2014).  Through this exploration 
staff, faculty, and higher education administrators may better identify opportunities for 
supporting students as they formulate their post-graduation plans, better equipping them for 
pursuits that match their interests, skills, and strengths.  This exploration may also guide future 
research related to transfer student experience, validation, and expectations for the future.  The 
following two research questions guide this study: 
3. What validating experiences inform education and career expectations for community 
college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines?  
4. How do community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines 
experience validation at their four-year institution? 
This chapter seeks to provide a profile of each of the students who participated in this 
study. These accounts serve as the primary form of selected data and represent the lived 
experiences, perceptions, and attitudes of the case study participants.  Participants were given 
pseudonyms to maintain their anonymity throughout the case study.  It is their experiences that 
will be drawn upon in order to provide rich descriptions illustrating identified themes related to 




quotations and paraphrased in-depth commentary in order to present a sense of what they 
expressed when being interviewed. These experiences will be explored more deeply in Chapter 
5, which seeks to present the significant themes and patterns that have emerged from the data 
analysis and interpretation process described in Chapter 3.  
Descriptive Participant Profiles 
The following section provides a detailed description of each participant in the study. 
Students are identified with a pseudonym that I assigned to them once they agreed to participate 
in the study. Basic information, such as classification, academic major, and parent education is 
included for each participant. There were seven participants involved in this study, all of whom 
were enrolled as full-time students at the same institution in the fall of 2019.  There were four 
female and three male participants.  Five of the seven participants were first-generation students 
and two belong to minoritized groups.  Out of concern for protection of anonymity I allowed the 
participant to determine how their ethnicity was identified.  It was determined best to identify 
these participants more generally as non-white students.  A summary of basic background 
characteristics can be found in Table 4-1. Within the findings presented in Chapter 5, the 
researcher will provide a more thorough description of the students’ experiences through an 
account of noted themes in what participants shared. 
Brittney.  Brittney is a senior majoring in Psychology.  She had previously attended a 
community college located in her hometown and transferred to a public university prior to 
transferring to the university.  She chose to transfer to the university to be closer to her 
boyfriend, sisters, and mother.  Brittney’s parents did not attend university, although her sisters 
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My sister is the one that helped me with the FAFSA and everything.  My parents 
really didn't have an idea, so my sister came and we just went over all my FAFSA 
stuff together and helped me fill it out.  Now I'm like, ‘I don't know what I would do 
without you guys! 
Her sister has also been influential as she plans for the future.  Brittney plans to apply for 
jobs at a university that offers discounted tuition for employees, and will later apply to a 
master’s degree in psychology at that institution as a cost-saving measure; this is an avenue 
her sister, who is currently completing a master’s degree, took.   
In an effort to keep school debt low during her baccalaureate program, Brittney works 
nearly forty hours a week.  She explains the challenge this creates for her when attempting to 
integrate and connect with others, “I'm on campus in the morning and then I leave in the 
afternoon and go to work in different towns.  It is very hard.  But I have made a few friends 
that I've had in my classes and once you actually get into your psychology classes you realize 
the people that are going with you from class to class.  So socially I knew it would be pretty 
hard, but I warmed up to the idea and just knew that I had to reach out to people if I wanted 
to be friends with them and explain my situation, like ‘Hey, I can't really be here to go to the 
library with you but I'm always a text or call away.’”  Similarly, she recognizes the 
limitations that exist for her as she seeks to engage with faculty, describing that she is 
satisfied with the level of validation she received from faculty even if she did not engage 
with them outside of the classroom.  She indicated that she has been pleased with their ability 
to create environments for active discussion and engagement within the classroom, which has 
encouraged her and helped her to feel a sense of belonging and respect.  This belonging, and 
a recognition of the rigor of her courses and the hard work it has required of her, causes her 
to express positive expectations regarding her future plans.  Although she knows her planned 




independence she has developed and the strong academic record with which she expects to 
graduate.   
Eli.  Eli is a junior majoring in history.  He is a first-generation non-white student and 
had previously attended a community college less than an hour from the university’s campus.  
While in his second semester at the university he completed a full load of courses through the 
university in addition to a final math course through his community college in order to 
complete his associate degree, which offered benefits through the university’s articulation 
agreement with his community college.  He had originally pursued a technical degree, but 
found he was most interested in pursuing a major more focused on theory and critical 
thinking.  Eli described having formulated his academic and career plans independently.  His 
family, while generally supportive, is not familiar with the college going process and “doesn't 
really even know what I do or even what my major is”.  His peers are his main support; he 
has roommates from his hometown who have also transferred and are in similar majors, such 
as political science.  Although he does frequently utilize the campus writing support services, 
he has not interacted with his advisor outside of registration appointments and faculty outside 
of the classroom.  He attributed this to limited availability of faculty and his advisor and his 
own scheduling challenges as he balances multiple jobs.  However, he shared that he has 
found faculty to be engaging in classroom discussions, respectful to him and other students, 
and helpful in providing feedback regarding his work.   
Eli repeatedly communicated a strong sense of self-efficacy when discussing his 
expectations for the future. He cited his liberal arts background as helpful for developing 
useful skills including critical thinking, creativity, and communication skills.  He plans to 




his ability to find a job, indicating that “working hard is always going to get you 
somewhere”, a lesson he has learned in part from his family.  He explained, “[hard work] is 
kind of also a learned behavior. If your parents are like that, we tend to be like that, 
especially if you see that they do well in life.”   
Erica.  Erica is a senior majoring in Criminal Justice.  She transferred to the 
university from a community college in Las Vegas, Nevada.  She comes from a military 
family and has moved across the country multiple times.  She is a first-generation student and 
identifies as biracial.  She was drawn to the university to be closer to family members, 
despite knowing little about the university.  She noted that she is aware that she was not 
eligible for the same articulation agreement that other students were and communicated 
frustration with her need to complete general education courses upon transferring as a result.  
Her mother, who has also been attending an online college at the same time, is a primary 
source of validation for Erica as she planned for and navigates college, offering 
encouragement while also helping her to understand transfer credit policies and program 
requirements.   
Erica chose to attend community college based on cost and not feeling that her high 
school had prepared her well for college; she saw community college as an opportunity to 
gain experience and knowledge before transferring, which she indicated feeling she had 
achieved successfully.  Erica communicated feeling confidently about her future plans with 
few concerns about her ability to achieve her goals.  Erica shared that her interactions with 
faculty were limited to within the classroom and she interacted with her advisor only to 
register for classes and to seek a letter of recommendation for her major’s required internship 




the primary issues keeping her from visiting office hours or engaging with faculty outside of 
class.  However, she did share that faculty did positively influence her sense of confidence 
through academic validation when engaging within the classroom and through direct 
feedback on her work.  This, in addition to encouragement from her father and mother, help 
her to feel that she is well equipped to pursue a career in military law enforcement following 
graduation.   
Isabelle.  Isabelle is a senior majoring in Psychology.  She was born and raised in the 
town in which the university is located, and thus indicated having a well-established support 
system within the community.  Isabelle’s parents and friends have been helpful to her as she 
plans for the future.  Both of her parents hold advanced degrees; her father has a master’s 
degree in psychology, which she plans to pursue as well.  She also learned from her older 
sibling’s experience, which influenced her decision to wait several years before enrolling at 
the university following completion of her associate degree at a community college located 
several hours away.  Describing lessons learned through her sister, she said, “My sister is 
three years older than me, so she was kind of in the midst of like, ‘Oh my gosh, I'm 
graduating with my degree and I don't necessarily know what I'm going to do with it’, you 
know?  She definitely changed majors many times and she definitely was like, ‘Do you know 
how much money you have to give back?’  I was like, ‘No, I have literally no idea.  Numbers 
mean nothing to me.’  But it sort of gave me an idea about what it really means to take out 
student loans.” 
Although as a non-traditional student she has found challenges to engaging with peers 
due to age differences and a busy schedule, she has enjoyed working in a research lab within 




psychology undergraduate and graduate students and faculty.  When asked about her limited 
engagement with faculty, she seemed to place the responsibility on herself to create 
relationships, explaining, “I feel like that's something that I need to work on.  There are a few 
professors that I have gone out of my way to ask questions to and that sort of thing, but with 
working and going to school I don't necessarily have a lot of time to go to their office hours.  
So that's one of my goals for next semester - to try to be more involved in school activities 
and that sort of thing.  I mean, I definitely ask professors questions after class when I need to, 
but I feel like I haven't necessarily created a lot of relationships with professors.”  Still, 
Isabelle has positive expectations regarding her future based on validation she has received 
and lessons she has learned from family, friends, faculty, and staff regarding what is required 
to pursue her chosen graduate education path.  She explains,  
I don't foresee it being too hard. From what I know, having good grades to get into 
counseling and clinical psychology masters programs is pretty big.  I know that it is 
competitive, but I think that if I get enough experience, on top of good grades, and 
I'm pretty good at writing.  So I think that I'm not super worried about getting into a 
graduate program.  I'm also open to traveling and I'm not super picky about where I 
do my program, so I think that will open up some doors. 
Jessica.  Jessica is a senior majoring in English.  She is a first-generation student, 
with both her mother and father having previously served in the military.  She transferred to 
the university, initially enrolling in the mechanical engineering program, after having 
previously attended a university and then a community college in Illinois.  She changed her 
major from engineering to English following a challenging first term, feeling unaccepted and 
invalidated by her male engineering peers and faculty.  She was drawn to English as she 
finds writing to be a therapeutic form of self-expression, especially when battling chronic 
physical and mental health issues.  As an older student who commutes and works nearly forty 




university and engaging with other students.  She has formed a few friendships with peers 
through participation in elective martial arts courses, but stressed that she often feels 
disconnected from other students and missed out on the “new freshman experience” that she 
had gained at her former university.  She explained, “It was different.  And like when I 
moved to my other university, to start school as a freshman, I had people around all the time, 
because I had two roommates and I had everybody on my dorm floor.  We would hang out 
and talk and people would watch TV in the common room together.  And I didn't have that 
common room anymore.  So making friends was really hard.”  She also emphasized missing 
having an orientation course experience as a new student, which was something she 
experienced and found to be valuable at her first university years ago.   
Still, Jessica expressed many positive interactions with faculty and staff within her 
English program.  She has felt validated when encouraged to submit writing pieces for 
university publication, including a poem that expressed her frustration and sadness when 
facing criticism by her family as she navigates her college experiences.  Jessica expressed 
that her English professors created especially supportive learning environments, noting, “It's 
a very accepting department because as English majors we write to give voice to those who 
don't have it.  And as such, a lot of the marginalized go into English; they go into writing 
because it's a way to get their voice heard.  So it's a very accepting field of ‘it doesn't matter 
what background you come from, make your voice heard and we teach you how to do that 
here.’”  After graduation Jessica plans to spend several years doing free-lance writing and 
technical communication work within the area before relocating with her partner, at which 
point she will pursue more long-term positions in technical communication.  She notes 




these concerns to her challenges related to her mental health, explaining, “I have the strong 
independent side of me that says ‘You can do anything you put your mind to. You are 
amazing, you are a strong woman and you are a strong writer and you've got this.’ And then 
there's the other anxiety, depression, little devil on the shoulder that I will probably fight with 
my entire life that's saying ‘Well, what if you fail? What if you don't get a job right away?’” 
Josh.  Josh is a senior majoring in Journalism and Mass Communication.  He 
transferred to the university after earning his associate degree from a community college near 
his hometown.  He chose the university based on the presence of an articulation agreement 
with his community college, mentioning he “wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for that”.  He 
added that this was largely a financial decision, paired with his parents’ encouragement that 
attending the university would offer him a “real university experience”.  He viewed his 
experience at community college as generally positive, seeing it as a stepping-stone to help 
him to feel more confident at the university.  Josh chose to pursue his degree after developing 
an interest in acting and theater in high school but feeling that it would not be a feasible 
career track.  Instead, many friends and family members encouraged him to pursue radio 
broadcasting based on his personality and personal attributes.   
When reflecting on his experience at the university Josh communicated a feeling of 
satisfaction.  He acknowledged that his interactions with faculty were almost entirely limited 
to within the classroom and with staff was limited to class registration appointments.  
However, he expressed that this is what he largely expected when entering the university.  He 
explained,  
[Faculty and staff have] already been doing pretty much everything and more that I 
would expect from them. I honestly don't know [what they could do to be further 
helpful]. I think they're doing everything pretty well. You know, they're helping me 




their schedules in case we were wanting to go in and talk to them and to help us feel 
more acclimated. 
He is employed at an on-campus café, which he has relied heavily upon as a source of 
social connection with other students.  While he does not interact with his co-workers 
extensively outside of working hours, he indicated that his relationships with co-workers help 
him to feel more connected to the university and his time at work offers a valued opportunity 
to engage with peers.  Although his time at work has offered benefits, it has limited his 
ability to participate in student organizations and the university theater productions, which he 
has wished to do but has been unable.  He recognizes these as alternative avenues for 
connecting with others on campus and better integrating to the university environment, 
causing him to express sadness at this obstacle and his need to work as he supports himself 
through college.  Following graduation he plans to move home to work for several years 
before relocating to a larger, nearby city and pursue work in radio broadcasting.  He 
expressed some uncertainty about what his future will hold but is comforted knowing he has 
friends and family in his local area to call upon for support and that although it will be hard 
work he is prepared, explaining, “Pretty much everything in life has a challenge to it.  My 
immediate plan won't be as challenging as actually finding where to live and finding what my 
job should be.  But you know, I'm still going to have to work really hard.” 
Hunter.  Hunter is a sophomore majoring in International Studies and Advertising.  
He transferred to the university from a nearby community college, situated less than an hour 
from the university campus.  During his time at community college and while enrolled at the 
university he commutes from his father’s home in a small town 15 miles from the university 
campus.  He did not earn his associate degree from the community college, but was instead 




living at home.  Both of his parents attended prestigious universities, with his father having 
earned a master’s degree.  His mother lives in Hawaii, which has influenced his plans to 
eventually move to Hawaii and work in international relations upon the completion of his 
undergraduate degree.  Hunter has indicated plans to transfer to another university at the end 
of the school year, explaining that he chose the university out of convenience and his ability 
to remain living at home, despite it not offering a major of study that fit his interest of 
studying Japanese in depth.     
Hunter indicated having felt highly encouraged and validated by his parents, high 
school teachers and staff, and peers.  His father has been a primary influence when making 
schooling decisions, encouraging him to consider financial costs and options but always 
assuring him he has options and can “do whatever he sets his mind to”.  Hunter indicated 
having little doubt about his academic ability upon transfer, only questioning whether he 
chose the right school based on lack of academic major fit.  He also communicated somewhat 
neutral feelings about his expectations regarding how he would be supported by faculty and 
staff on campus and what challenges he might encounter.  He expressed surprise with the 
considerable level of faculty engagement in class and their responsiveness to his emails given 
the size of the university, but also acknowledged that he does not interact with faculty outside 
the class and has not felt the need to.  This may be because he feels relatively little need to 
seek such support with the presence of strong feelings of self-efficacy and two well-educated 
parents as a support system.  This self-efficacy was in part developed through navigating the 
transfer process and his ability to adapt to his new campus, but he does not feel that faculty 
or staff played a large part in creating these feelings through validation.  While he found 




on how he may have been validated interpersonally or academically at the university, 
responding somewhat ambivalently about his experience.  He did indicate some 
dissatisfaction regarding barriers to engaging with peers, explaining challenges to doing so 
based on his commuting. 
Hunter communicated feeling comfortable planning his education and career 
independently of significant campus support, despite limited advising interactions outside of 
periodic discussion with his advisor regarding how to tailor his major based on coursework 
focused in international studies and Japanese.   While he expects some challenges to landing 
his first job following graduation, he seemed unconcerned about his ability to meet those 
challenges.  He made mention of his ability to adapt to his new setting at this campus, as well 
as his eventual need to adapt to his new setting once he transfers to a new university, but 
again seemed untroubled by this prospect.  He indicated feeling well supported by his family 
and feeling comfortable knowing his mother would be in Hawaii with him, should he move 
there.   
Chapter Summary 
All seven participants were enrolled as full-time students.  There were four female 
and three male participants.  Participants ranged in age from 21 to 28 years.  Six of the 
students were seniors and one was a junior.  Five students were first-generation, including the 
two students who identified with a minoritized ethnic group.  Five students worked over 
twenty hours a week and three students commuted to school at least twenty miles each day 
(two students fell into both of these categories).  Five students transferred from in-state 
community colleges, two of which came from colleges within 30 miles of the university.  
Three of the five students who attended an in-state community college earned their associate 




college and the university, resulting in their general education requirements being 
automatically met.  All three of these students indicated that this was a deliberate decision for 
them when planning their educational paths.  Two students, Brittney and Jessica, shared that 
their transfer to their current university was their second time transferring; neither were 
eligible for the benefits of an articulation agreement.  One student, Hunter, planned to 
transfer to another university within the next two semesters due to a lack of major that fit his 
interests and goals available at the current university. 
Each of the seven participants were given opportunity to share their perspectives 
regarding their own personal journeys and experiences as transfer students.  These 
experiences are meaningful, given their influence on the way they engage with their 
university experience and the expectations they hold for their futures.  In the preceding 
chapter these stories were used to compose profiles of each participant, describing the 
student’s transfer journey, their families and backgrounds, their interactions with their 
university environment, and their expectations as they plan for the future.  In the next 
chapter, Chapter 5, the findings of this study, which are based on themes identified within 
what these participants shared, will be presented.  In Chapter 6 a discussion of the findings, 





CHAPTER 5.    FINDINGS 
The findings that emerge from this case study tell the stories of the study’s 
participants.  The study primarily relies upon student participant responses in a pair of semi-
structured interviews.  Although not all participants’ perceptions are the same, what was 
shared revealed patterns within the stories told.  This data was supplemented with document 
analysis of web content associated with university articulation agreements and departmental 
transfer information.  Such an approach positions the interviews as the foreground of the 
study and document analysis as the background.   
To achieve this, the analysis of the data from student participants focused on noted 
reoccurrences in words, thoughts, phrases, ideas and experiences, with specific focus around 
topics that related to the research questions that guided this study.  Two coding methods were 
employed: processing (first cycle) and focused (second cycle) (Saldaña, 2013).  
Consistencies in codes were then compared to the research questions, shaping the 
organization of patterns and themes.  Rendon’s (1994) validation theory also served as 
framework to guide the analysis of these findings.  A more detailed description of the data 
collection and analysis process is outlined in Chapter 3. 
Four themes emerged from the research. First, findings related to the validation 
students receive from their family and other supports outside of the university environment. 
Next, findings related to variations in students’ expectations for the engagement and 
validation they would receive at the university.  Third, a theme was found related to barriers 




opportunities for validation students indicated as meaningful as they consider their expectations 
for the future, which was the fourth theme.  For each of these thematic categories, patterns of 
evidence will be shared followed by an examination of how each theme relates to the framework 
of validation theory.  A discussion of how each theme relates to the research questions will be 
provided in Chapter 6.  
Theme 1: Sources of Validation Outside of Higher Education 
 The first theme describes the validation students received from those in their families or 
extended support networks outside of the school setting.  Although students communicated 
differences in the ways they felt they were validated or invalidated, each participant indicated 
they found these interactions to be influential to their academic experience and their feelings 
regarding the future.  Family and friends have long been documented as an influence on the 
development of aspirations and expectations (Chen & Starobin, 2018; Pascarella et al., 2004) and 
a meaningful source of validation (Rendon, 1994).  In this study, those who perceived a strong 
sense of validation from their family indicated strong feelings of self-efficacy despite 
recognizing challenges could lie ahead.  Those who did not feel a strong sense of validation from 
their family communicated receiving meaningful validation elsewhere, such as through faculty or 
peers.   
Pattern 1: Concrete vs. Abstract Support and Validation 
Although each participant described ways in which their family and extended support 
networks provided them with validation, the form the validation took varied.  For some students, 
the encouragement they received was more specific, or concrete, in nature, which they found to 
be more helpful as they planned their academic and post-graduation endeavors.  For example, 




internship and volunteer experiences, which helped her to feel that she had a clearer plan of steps 
for preparing to apply to graduate school.  Receiving more specific information helped Isabelle 
and others to feel better prepared for anticipated challenges and provided them with a sense of 
approval of their plans from those around them as their plans took shape.  In comparison, 
participants who described more abstract validation, such as “you can do anything you put your 
mind to”, indicated feeling generally encouraged but were less likely to communicate strong 
feelings of validation and self-efficacy.  This idea of concrete versus abstract support and 
validation echoes research by Mickelson (1990) related to concrete and abstract aspirations.  
Mickelson suggests that there is a stronger correlation between concrete aspirations and goal 
achievement in comparison to those students who experience more abstract aspirations, who 
were more likely to adjust or lower their goals.  Similarly, in this study’s students reported 
stronger feelings of confidence when considering the future when they received concrete 
validation, or validation embedded with advice.  This comparison will be discussed in more 
depth in Chapter 6.   
Isabelle provides an illustration of concrete support as she describes her experience 
planning for a master’s degree in psychology.  She explains,  
I think that I have been lucky in the fact that I know a lot of people that did a master’s or 
an undergrad in psych and so they've been able to talk to me [about it] -- just like friends, 
family, that sort of thing.  So I've been able to get some inside information.  Somebody 
who was a psych major and then got a master's in social work was just telling me that I 
need to be volunteering, doing something like counseling, in a counseling office or 
something, to get into a master's program.  That that is something [graduate programs] 
really look for.  I was like, ‘Oh, I didn't even think about that’, you know?  And just like 
figuring out what [type of] degree you need to do what [type of practice] and stuff.” 
 
Hunter’s father, who holds a master’s degree in business, provided specific guidance 
regarding his education, helping him to feel well equipped to navigate his college experience.  




emphasizing that he was “smart enough for university” when the time comes.  As Hunter 
explains,  
My dad was definitely very adamant as far as not going out with any debt.  He said, ‘Oh, 
if you go with any at all, it really handicaps you in the work place.’  [My dad] did 
mention that it would be harder to get an apartment or house or you know, pay for your 
first things like cars and such.   
Hunter also recalls his father having told him and his older brother, “Oh you guys are 
definitely smart enough for this, you should pursue university and nothing else would really 
make sense as far as that's concerned because it would be a waste [of your ability].”  Hunter 
acknowledged that although his engagement on campus has been extremely limited, it is 
messages like these that have built a sense of belonging and confidence in him as he transferred 
to the university and considers his time beyond the university.  He finds his parents to be credible 
sources of validation based on their experience with the university environment first-hand, both 
having earned college degrees from prestigious universities.  His confidence is evident as he 
discusses his experience transitioning from community college to the university, and as he 
considers his next transfer to another university and his post-graduation plans.  Students who did 
not receive specific feedback from their families indicated having received vague encouragement 
in addition to messages regarding what not to do instead.  Jess described her experience related 
to this, saying, “I can't say [my dad] didn't support the military because he supports the military 
[in general].  He just didn't support his kids going in the military.  It was ‘you're gonna go to 
college and make a lot of money’ and all these things.”  Josh described a similar experience.  His 
parents had little encouragement about what major he should pursue or what his strengths were, 
but they did tell him what was not an option for him.  He recalled, “They said under no 





when I was still struggling to figure out what major I wanted.  Originally I was going to take a 
year off, but then I discovered journalism.” 
 It is possible that concrete feedback helps students to translate more broad aspirations 
into more specific expectations.  Concrete validation can serve to convert aspirations into 
expectations by offering a more clear vision of the future.  Validation embedded with advice can 
serve as confirmation for students as they consider potential choices and decision-making, telling 
them what steps should be taken to execute a plan.  This decision-making process helps students 
to clarify their vision for the future, moving them from more vague aspirations into formulating 
an image of what is needed for them to achieve their goal.  Students who do not receive 
validation that is specific in nature from their families, such as Jess and Josh, possess more 
abstract aspirations, and according to Mickelson (1990) those with abstract aspirations are more 
likely to lower their goals. 
Pattern 2:  Generation Status and Support 
It was evident that the type of validation students received varied based on if they had 
immediate family members who had attended college.  Five of the seven students are classified 
as first-generation students based on the Pell Institute definition of “a student whose parent or 
guardian did not attain a bachelor’s degree” (PNPI, 2018, n.p.).   Students who had parents who 
had attended college expressed that their parents understood what college was like, could offer 
feedback or advice, and accepted their goals for the future based on their familiarity with their 
pursuits.  These students also indicated feeling more confidently as they considered their 
aspirations.  They were also able to speak with more detail about what their plans would entail.  
Eli, whose parents have never attended college, communicated disconnect between his 




My family doesn't really even know what I do or even what my major is.  My dad, he's a 
working class person, so he knows what jobs in that environment make more money.  So 
that's why he was kind of throwing me into the automotive industry and that's what I was 
going to do at first.  But other than that they don't really get into my school issues. 
Eli did share that his parents encouraged and supported him more generally, explaining, “I would 
say talking to them about my grades and seeing that they were okay with the grades I was getting 
helped [me to feel validated].”  Although this question focused on the validation Eli receives (or 
does not receive) from his parents, what he shared provides another example echoing 
Mickelson’s (1990) findings on abstract aspirations.  According to Mickelson, abstract attitudes 
are more likely for children whose parents lack knowledge on the college environment, college-
going processes, and occupational opportunities (Mickelson, 1990; Stout, 2015).  Eli’s dad was 
able to speak to occupational opportunities he is aware of in his own trade but knows little about 
Eli’s own aspirations as he completes his history degree, resulting in Eli feeling less encouraged. 
 Two of the students who did not have parents who had attained a bachelor’s degree did 
have siblings who had completed college or had parents who were in college at the same time, 
which proved to be useful to them as they navigate college themselves.  Brittney described her 
experience receiving help from her sister,  
I talked to my older sisters about coursework, or the end result [of transferring], or the 
income needed based on the area we want to live in.  And so I wasn’t necessarily talking 
to my parents; I mean I just update them on basically how I'm doing in school.  My dad 
likes to have my schedule and stuff so he knows when to call me but that's about it.  I 
don't really go in depth with them about it, but my older two sisters, I really talked to 
them most about it.  They have the most experience.  So I feel like I’m getting the best 
out of the conversation.  My sister is the one that helped me with the FAFSA and 
everything. Like my parents really didn't have an idea so my sister came over and we just 
went over all my stuff together and helped me fill it out. Now I'm like, ‘I don't know what 
I would do without [my sisters]!’ 
Theme 1 Summary 
Students most frequently identified their families as their primary sources of validation in 




this study.  Rendon (1994) identified family, including parents and siblings, as a significant 
source of support and encouragement for students, providing “incalculable” positive effects for 
students’ sense of validation.  She added that these sources can be especially influential for non-
traditional students, explaining, “Nontraditional students who get no validation or who 
experience invalidating situations in class will likely rely on out-of-class validation to carry them 
through” (Rendon, 1994, p. 18). 
This study’s findings extend beyond Rendon’s exploration of family as a source of 
validation by considering the type of validation students receive from their families.  Some 
students indicated receiving validation very specific in nature, transmitting more specific 
messages to the students regarding their fit for the university, the soundness of their plans, and 
how well equipped they are to face the challenges ahead of them.  Others, however felt more 
abstractly supported, receiving vaguer messages such as ‘you can do anything you put your mind 
to’.   
Often the students that received more specific validation indicated their parents had 
experienced college firsthand, or described help they had received from older siblings.  The 
students who reported less specific validation typically had parents who were less familiar with 
college or with their particular career paths.  Some student participants indicated their family 
relationships had indirectly influenced their expectations, as these supports transmitted lessons 
about what sort of support they should expect from the university.  This was a commonly shared 
experience that arose in interviews when discussing students’ level of satisfaction with their 
university experience, and as a result will be discussed as a separate theme.  It is mentioned here 




Theme 2:  Variations in Expectations of the University Experience 
Participants were divided regarding what their expectations were for their experience on the 
university campus.  The majority of students communicated feeling satisfied with their 
experience at the university and with the support they received from faculty within the 
classroom, even if they did not interact with faculty or staff in significant ways outside of the 
classroom.  This was surprising, given existing literature describing the importance of 
meaningful interactions outside of the classroom for supporting student success (Carter, 1999; 
Hanson, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2016; Kuh, 2008; Rendon, 1994; Wang, 2009).  There were two 
patterns within this theme, low expectations of faculty engagement and the normalization of 
challenges and hard work as an expected part of students’ experiences. 
Pattern 1: Low Expectations of Faculty Engagement 
Four of the students acknowledged that it was uncommon for them to interact with 
faculty outside of the classroom and with staff outside of their required registration 
appointments.  Still, most students did not communicate disappointment or frustration with this.  
Josh explained his expectations of faculty based on what he had been told by others, and the 
surprise he found at the university. 
Growing up I always heard that college professors just couldn't care less if you graduate or 
pass the class or not because if you don't, that's more money in their pockets.  I haven't met a 
teacher like that.  I was really surprised.  Some of them might be like, ‘I'm sorry, I can't help 
you right now. I'm too busy’.  But you know, that's life.  They'll always be like, ‘I'll schedule 
something’. So I haven't met one teacher that doesn't want me to pass the class.  
 
Some students found that when classes were engaging they did not feel they required outside 
of class interaction.  Brittney explained, “All of my professors have been really awesome and 





They make you feel comfortable enough to ask questions during lecture. And that's what all of 
mine have been so far.”  Hunter voiced a similar appreciation for this openness, saying,  
I was expecting to not interact at all, but I was actually very surprised to find that I was able 
to interact with teachers even in the larger class settings.  And they're very responsive to 
emails.  I could talk to them after class if I want to or even if I raise my hand, I could have a 
decent dialogue about questions. 
 
Students also voiced appreciation for feedback on assignments as a form of validation they 
found to be meaningful.  Isabelle found earning good grades to validate her, indicating,  
Before [college] I kind of always just assumed that I wasn't a good student. Then there was 
definitely a certain professors that would actually tell me, ‘Oh well when all was said and 
done you actually got an A- or a B+, but you were here every day and you ask questions and 
you are obviously engaged, so I ended up giving you an A’.  Which was like, ‘Okay, you can 
actually see that I'm putting forth the effort and rewarding that’. That was validating. 
Others communicated that they felt it was their own responsibility to seek out engagement, 
and blamed themselves for their feeling less connected.  Several participants acknowledged that 
being aware of events and activities that were designed to offer a sense of belonging and could 
be useful in helping them feel more integrated caused them to recognize a transfer-receptive 
culture on campus, however, it was not impactful for them individually.  Jess and Isabelle 
explained their feelings regarding this. 
I never felt like I got really brought in. But I feel like part of it was I allowed myself to be 
excluded.  Like I didn't reach out and find a club.  I didn't go to the club fair or whatever it’s 
called. I didn't push myself to be involved. (Jessica) 
 
I feel like [reaching out to professors is] something that I need to work on. There are a few 
professors that I have gone out of my way to ask questions to and that sort of thing.  But it's 
like working and going to school, I don't necessarily have a lot of time to go to their office 
hours. So that's one of my goals for next semester is to try to be more involved in school 
activities and that sort of thing. Um, I mean I definitely ask professors questions after class 
when I need to. Um, but I feel like I haven't necessarily created a lot of relationships with 
professors. (Isabelle) 
 
This pattern was of note given its relationship to the conceptual framework used for this 




validation from faculty and staff at their institutions in order to be successful.  She emphasizes 
that this validation is especially essential for students who have fewer role models who can help 
them navigate the college-going process.  While there were pieces of what Rendon highlights as 
meaningful interactions mentioned by these participants, such as feeling respected and accepted 
in classrooms, many of the students who did not experience a significant amount of validation 
did not communicate feeling they were struggling or feelings of frustration.  Students 
communicated satisfaction with their experience despite not interacting with faculty extensively 
outside of class.  Those who noted their desire for more interaction did not place blame on the 
faculty for not reaching out to support and engage them, but rather on themselves.  This contrast 
with validation theory will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.   
Pattern 2: Normalizing Challenges and Hard Work  
Five of the students also shared feelings that challenges and the need for hard work is a 
normalized and expected part of their educational and professional experiences.  Students made 
comments like “pretty much everything in life has a challenge to it”.  Although these may sound 
like casual remarks, these reactions reflected students’ sense of confidence and self-efficacy as 
they consider their aspirations beyond graduation.  They were relatively unbothered by the 
expectation that there would be challenges ahead.  Eli shared that his expectation of hard work is 
based on his upbringing and personal background, adding, “[hard work] is kind of also a learned 
behavior. If your parents are like that, we tend to be like that, especially if you see that they do 
well in life.”   
Students indicated feeling a sense of validation when faculty normalized challenges to their 
courses, too.  It helped them to feel more comfortable knowing that others often struggle when 
they struggle, and that they are not unlike their peers.  Isabelle appreciated that the professor in 




confident by acknowledging the class is difficult but also giving them tools to respond to the 
challenge.   
He did tell us from the get go, ‘Yeah, it can be a lot [to handle].  But if you want to succeed 
make flashcards and study them often, that's how you're gonna succeed.  I don't think he put 
it in a daunting way where it was like, "you better watch out it's a hard class" It's just like he 
warned us, ‘if you don't stay on top of things, you're going to fall behind very quickly’. 
Which, for me, it's like just listening on the first day, ‘What do I have to do? Oh okay, I can 
do that.’ 
Theme 2 Summary 
Theme 2 describes the variation in what students communicated regarding their 
expectations for their university environment.  This includes students’ expectations for how they 
anticipated to be engaged on campus, the support they anticipated to receive from faculty and 
staff, and the challenges they anticipated to encounter in the future.  Not all participants 
communicated the same expectations regarding their experience post-transfer.  However, 
students commonly shared that they formulated their expectations on what their university 
experience would be like based in part on messages that had been transmitted to them by family 
members.  Depending on the student this sometimes took the form of validating experiences and 
invalidating experiences.  For example, messages were transmitted regarding what university 
learning environments are like and what the student’s fit is for that environment is, what sort of 
effort is required on the student’s behalf, and what challenges will be encountered.  It was noted 
in the first theme that these types of experiences depended in part on family background, 
including whether the student was a first-generation student or who had a sibling who had 
attended college.   
This finding relates to Rendon’s validation theory, as Rendon acknowledged that 
students’ backgrounds can influence their educational experience and can shape how they see 




However, this finding departed from Rendon’s ideas regarding student perceptions of validating 
needs in some ways.  In her own study, which validation theory was in part developed through, 
Rendon asked students “What did you expect and what did you find when you got here?”  She 
reported that students frequently communicated concern, disappointment, and frustration with 
the lack of active outreach and validation from faculty.  Students within this study mentioned 
similar experiences to the students in Rendon’s study, but communicated feeling more accepting 
of their experience and less concerned with what it meant for them and their ability to be 
successful in college.   
Student expectations regarding what they felt they needed from the university 
environment in the form of support was also shaped through family relationships.  Students who 
felt well supported by their family members and indicated that they had sources of information 
and guidance outside of the university sometimes indicated having been minimally engaged on 
campus.  The majority of those students communicated feeling satisfied with the level of support 
they had been offered despite this lack of engagement.  If students communicated dissatisfaction, 
they primarily placed blame on themselves, indicating they were at fault for their lack of 
engagement due to their busy work or school schedules.  Still, students’ expectations when 
entering and navigating the university impacted the way they engaged with peers, faculty and 
staff, as well as how they advocated for themselves.  This influenced the validating experiences 
they encountered. 
Theme 3:  Barriers to Engaging as Transfer Students 
Participants acknowledged that the university environment had provided them with 
opportunities to engage outside of the classroom.  However, due to their individual 




manifest the same way for each student, and each student’s level of stress or worry associated 
with these barriers varied, it was evident that each participant could not engage as they wished 
they could.   
Pattern 1: Commuting and Work Schedules 
Three of the seven students self-reported commuting twenty or more miles round-trip to 
attend the university and five of the seven students self-reported working twenty hours or more 
each week; two of these students reported regularly working more than thirty hours per week 
while also commuting.  The two students who did not work significant hours per week (but were 
still employed less than twenty hours) indicated other barriers to engaging that they found to 
impact their experience as a student.  Hunter described the challenge that commuting so he could 
live rent-free with his father created for him when trying to identify with his institution, 
indicating feeling like he is missing “the college experience”.  He was aware of social activities 
on campus in the evenings, which he had attended once and enjoyed, but felt that his drive to and 
from his home kept him from feeling motivated to participate regularly.  Because of these and 
other barriers to engaging on campus as a commuting student, Hunter could not identify any 
meaningful peer relationships he has developed during his time at the university.   
Brittney, Isabelle, and Josh identified similar challenges to engaging with peers and faculty 
on campus due to their busy work schedules, explaining decisions they made in order to engage 
as best they could while juggling other obligations.  
I knew that it would be very tough for me to make friends because I really don't 
have time to make friends.   I'm on campus in the morning and then I leave in the 
afternoon and go to work in different towns.  So it's very hard, but I have made a 
few friends that I've had in my classes.  So socially I knew it would be pretty 
hard, but I warmed up to the idea and just knew that I had to reach out to people if 
I wanted to be friends with them and explained my situation like, ‘Hey, I can't 






When working and going to school, not having enough time to do everything that I want 
to, [is a regret].  I would like to do more extracurricular things.  That was one of my 
major regrets when I was doing my AA degree -- that I wasn't involved in anything.  And 
then I felt sort of lost afterwards, where it was like, I have no idea what to do.  Like I got 
good grades and I got my degree, but I don't know what to do now.  So yeah, that's 
something I want to be better at.  (Isabelle) 
 
I wish I had time [to participate in theater] but I work.  I really wish I could do a couple 
of plays or something.  Acting is one of the few things that I've kind of naturally been 
good at so it's something I've always loved to do.  So it's like, I wish I had time for it, I 
just don't.  This college has a lot of things you can get involved with, I just don't have 
time for them. You know, maybe if I wouldn't have scheduled all my shifts during the 
week, I probably would [participate], because I even tried to do a do a club last year, but I 
was only in it for one day and even though I liked it, I had two tests coming up.  I did the 
one thing where it took maybe four hours of my week.  And I bombed those two tests and 
I was like, ‘Okay, yeah, something's gotta go’.  And I hated that I had to give that up, but 
I just didn't have time.  (Josh) 
 
Pattern 2: Focusing on Increasing Class Rigor 
Several students indicated that they were aware of the benefits to engaging with faculty, 
staff, and peers, but chose not to because they felt too busy due to their focus on their 
increasingly heavy course loads.  Erica explains her experience, 
My life essentially revolves around my classes.  I don't have much time around it.  I take 
so many credits at a time.  Asking someone, ‘Hey, can I see you in your office?’ probably 
wouldn't take me a lot of time.  But, at the end of the day I have this homework 
assignment and I have this homework assignment and I have to do it by your hours.  Or I 
have one teacher who's like, ‘If you really need my help, you'll come see me at my office 
hours’.  And his office hours were at 8 AM.  I stay up till 5:00 AM doing all my 
homework.  I'm not making it to an 8:00 AM appointment.  No.  At the end of the day 
you either have to work with your teacher so you can work out something else [outside of 
scheduled office hours] or you can email them a quick question and be on your merry 
way. 
While these students acknowledged that they were not engaging with their faculty outside of the 
classroom, they indicated still gaining a sense of validation through their ability to participate in 
meaningful discussions and feeling respected and accepted within the classroom, which reflects 
aspects of validation theory (Rendon, 1994).  Further their sense of confidence grew through 




form of feedback and validation from faculty.   This extends Rendon’s concept of what 
experiences can contribute to students’ feelings of validation, as she did not describe growing 
feelings of belonging, validation and self-efficacy based on grades they were awarded by faculty.     
Theme 3 Summary 
The third theme related to the barriers students perceived as meaningful in keeping them 
from engaging with their campus environment.  The most common pattern within this theme was 
the obstacle of busy work schedules and commuting.  The majority of students (five of seven) 
indicated working over twenty hours a week, and nearly half of students (three of seven) lived 
over ten miles away from campus.  Students described these challenges as significant factors 
keeping them from participating in recreational activities, developing stronger peer relationships, 
and developing relationships with faculty outside of class or staff with staff outside of the 
minimally required appointments.  Two students also described feeling too occupied with their 
classwork to make time to attend office hours or talk with faculty outside of class about concerns 
or future plans.  They cited their increasingly difficult coursework and their push to complete 
their programs in a timely manner as primary reasons for this.  For most students the presence of 
these barriers kept them from engaging with faculty, staff, and peers in ways that offered them 
significant validation.  They did, however, indicate feeling validation from other sources, 
including family members and through their own hard work and ability to overcome obstacles as 
they transitioned to the university while also juggling significant responsibilities.   
This theme aligns closely with validation theory.  Rendon (1994) identified the challenge 
of involvement for students from non-traditional backgrounds.  She describes the need for more 
actively initiated validation from institutional actors in order to better encourage a more involved 




serves as a barrier for students, keeping them from engaging with support services such as 
tutoring or visiting faculty office hours (Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).   Although she does 
not discuss students who commute specifically, she does describe the challenge that lack of 
engagement on campus can present for students as they seek a sense of belonging and 
affirmation, tools that can support student persistence through their programs.  Rendon primarily 
focuses on the challenge that new students experience as they attend college for the first time, 
and does not provide specific consideration of the experiences of transfer students.  Transfer 
students such as those who participated in this study experience the feelings of newness that 
Rendon explores, but have the added challenges of being in more advanced coursework more 
quickly while grappling with feeling academically unprepared while juggling the additional 
responsibilities of work, family, and financial considerations (CCRC, 2018; Coyote, 2013; 
Townsend & Wilson, 2006).  As a result, this research extends Rendon’s conceptualization of 
validation theory by exploring the experiences of these transfer students.    
Theme 4: Experiences Supporting Aspirations and Positive Expectations 
The final theme identified through participant interviews related to experiences perceived 
to support post-graduation aspirations and expectations.  Three patterns within this theme were 
found.  Students indicated feeling validated as they overcame challenges associated with their 
transitions as transfer students.  They also described validating interactions with faculty and staff 
through regular classroom engagement and feedback, participation in faculty research, and 
participation in a new student orientation course.  Last, several students described feeling more 
positively about their aspirations and expectations based on tools they felt they developed 




Pattern 1: The Transfer Experience   
Nearly every student made specific reference to the growth they experienced through 
transferring when asked about what experiences help them to feel more positively regarding their 
futures.  Collecting information to plan their transfer, then responding to more challenging 
coursework and navigating a new environment independently helped them to build self-efficacy.  
Hunter, who often reported neutral or ambivalent feelings regarding his experience at the 
university, explained, 
Yeah, I think the benefit of transferring is a lot.  Like what I have done is, ‘Oh, you know 
what the system is, you kind of have more of a more worldly perspective than as 
incoming new freshman’, and ‘Oh, you have more of a guidance as far as what to do’.  
When I started my time at [community college] I was very unsure and I was like, ‘Oh, it's 
just like high school pretty much’.  And for the most part it was because the difficulty of 
classes wasn't there.  But since going to [the university] it was like, ‘Oh crap, these 
classes are the real deal now’. You’ve got to do effective studying methods. You’ve got 
to plan out everything. 
 
Others communicated how living independently after living at home during community 
college spurred growth and independence.  Participants described the experience of living on 
their own, managing their finances, and solving problems independently as empowering.  
Several noted their pride at their ability to do this while also juggling significant course loads.  
Erica illustrates this when sharing about her initial transition to the university.   
I come here and it's my first semester and I'm taking 18 credits and I didn't even realize it.  
I'm moving into a new place.  My dad is an hour away.  This is the first time I haven't 
lived with my parents.   This is the first time I've lived with anyone that's my own age.  
So I'm getting a lot of “me”.  I'm learning who I am as a person and not who my mom 
views me as or what my dad would like me to be.  (Erica) 
 
What these students describe relates to the building of self-efficacy, which Rendon 
(1994) identifies as a product of validation.  Limited research links transfer student issues to self-
efficacy (Maliszewski Lukso & Hayes, 2019).  However, what these students shared does relate 




upon by Moser (2014).  Transfer student capital describes the capital students build through 
relationships and experiences that contribute to student adjustment through the transfer 
transition.  However, TSC has traditionally focused on how self-efficacy can aid in the 
adjustment, not how it can be built through the transition itself.  This finding provides 
opportunity for new understanding of TSC, linking the concept of TSC to students’ sense of 
validation and support of feelings of self-efficacy and expectations for the future.   
Pattern 2:  Classroom, Research and Orientation Course Experiences  
Five students talked about the role engaging with faculty and educational experiences 
played in helping them to feel more positively about their futures.  This was especially 
meaningful for Jessica, who shared that she did not have a strong support system in her family 
and friends, but had a very strong connection to a faculty member who also served as her 
advisor. They would regularly go to coffee and talk about her academics as well as her personal 
life.  This relationship helped her to feel respected and understood in addition to a sense of 
belonging within her department.  Such support helped her to overcome feelings of doubt when 
her family questioned her on her decisions to change her major from engineering to English.  
This faculty member and others within the English department also encouraged her to submit her 
writing for publishing.  Jessica explained, 
I would get comments from faculty like, ‘Wow this is really good.  You should send it in 
to [the campus literary magazine].’  And that's what I did this last year and I got three 
pieces published and so it became a big deal.  And like that's a real magazine.  I can put 
that on a resume.  And so it was one of those like, ‘Yeah!  Look, it's my name in three 
spots!’  It still doesn't feel real.  Like it's still one of those like, ‘Oh my God, that's me.  I 
wrote that.’ 
 
Others shared that they felt more positively about their expectations for the future when 
faculty tied their coursework to future professional skills, linking what they were learning to ‘the 




they were challenging, and provided them with a deeper understanding of what skills and work is 
required for particular paths.  Isabelle shared, 
Some of my professors have been very good about bringing up in class things like, ‘If 
you're planning on doing this, this is something you really want to get a good grasp on.  
[My research methods professor] talked a lot about ‘if you're planning on doing this 
route, you're going to need to go this way, if you're going to do this, you really need to 
learn all of these statistics cause you're going to be doing them for a long time’ and that 
sort of thing.  He's really good about giving real world situations, which is really helpful 
for me.  
 
Brittney, Isabelle, and Jessica spoke about the usefulness of a new student orientation 
course.  Brittney and Isabelle’s department, Psychology, offers a new student orientation course 
specifically designed for transfer students.  Brittney described the value this class offered, 
Definitely that orientation class really helped me. I would seriously not have a clue [if not 
for that class].  Like I use the graduation plan, I use the degree checklist, I use everything 
all the time.  I would say that class honestly has been my biggest help because I didn't 
know, like my friend at [my last university] had a grad plan, but her advisor made it for 
her and I was like, ‘why don't I have one?’  And then when I came here I was like, ‘Oh 
my gosh, this is so amazing’. And I just was able to understand how our degree works 
and what was required so much better. So I would say that experience for sure has been 
my biggest one so far.  
 
Jessica’s department did not have a new student orientation course, although she had 
completed one at the first university she attended, prior to transferring to a community college 
before coming to her current institution.  She felt that such a course could help her to feel more 
comfortable navigating campus and seeking support.  As a commuting student, she mentioned 
feeling anxious about where to park and how to navigate the bus system.  When she first 
transferred to the university, on days that she could not find parking she would return back home 
without having attended class rather than try to use the bus, feeling discouraged.   
Isabelle’s participation in her orientation class helped her to learn about another 





department.  Brittney has also participated in in research, which she found useful to becoming 
more integrated to campus.   
It’s not necessarily just that I'm getting credits, but it's that it's another way for me to be 
on campus during the time that works for me and I'm able to meet new people.  It's been a 
place for me to ask a lot of people about different psych classes.  [My graduate student 
lab supervisor] is really funny, so it's really nice to be around that but also she has 
experience in careers [at the] master's and PhD level, and stuff that she liked and she 
didn't like.   
These experiences helped Isabelle and Brittney to get to know other undergraduate students, 
graduate students, and faculty within their department.  These relationships provided emotional 
support and meaningful connection, helped them to gather information about career paths and 
professional opportunities, and moved them towards graduation as they earned credits for their 
time spent volunteering.   
The power of engaging with faculty through orientation courses, research involvement, 
and close relationships outside of the classroom is well-researched (Hanson, Paulsen, & 
Pascarella, 2016; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Kuh 
(2008) identified ten high impact teaching and learning practices that support student 
engagement and retention.  On the list of high impact practice is engagement in undergraduate 
research and first year seminar experiences.  These practices facilitate deeper learning 
experiences, enhance critical thinking, and dismantle the power differentials that may exist 
between students and faculty and staff.  While Kuh focused on the benefit such experiences can 
offer in supporting learning, Rendon described the way such experiences can support students’ 
sense of validation.  According to validation theory, such interactions help “students to acquire a 
confident, motivating, “I can do it” attitude, believe in their inherent capacity to learn, become 
excited about learning, feel a part of the learning community, and feel cared about as a person, 




confirmation of this research when examining the experience of community college transfer 
students specifically.  Further, doing so while applying the validation theory allows for 
consideration of how this existing research relates to the concept of validation.   
Pattern 3:  Liberal Arts Education as a Tool   
Eli, Jessica, and Isabelle specifically mentioned feeling better equipped for a wider array 
of professional opportunities based on their educational training.  They recognized the skills they 
have gained outside of the specific content learned in their core courses, and indicated feeling 
that these skills will make them more equipped and marketable for professional opportunities in 
the future.  Eli indicated feeling his educational experience has ‘taught him skills for life’, 
providing his experience taking a class in Native American Studies as an example.   
Class has helped a lot, especially when it comes to how to think of ideas, how to express 
those ideas and then that helps you out in a lot of different fields.  I'm taking like a Native 
Americans class or something like that, which, you know, I didn't exactly know what it 
was, but I needed more credits so I took it and I'm learning to do presentations and stuff 
that I wasn't really great at before.  So I guess [I’m learning] other life skills as well.  
That's the biggest one.  Probably work environment skills, everyday office stuff, you 
know.   
 
Jessica indicated that her participation in the English program has provided her with 
meaningful tools to express herself, which have also helped her to manage personal challenges 
and mental health issues.  She noted her growth as a writer since her time entering the program, 
acknowledging that this growth will aid her in her professional pursuits and provide her with 
tools to be flexible in the types of jobs she pursues once she graduates.  She communicated 
confidence when considering what opportunities she could pursue based on the technical and 
creative writing skills she had developed and the community of support she has built to call upon 





What Jessica and Eric shared reflects the strengths of liberal education touted by higher 
education experts.  The Association of American Colleges & Universities (1998) describes 
liberal education as promoting the development of practical competencies while preparing 
students to work in an ever-changing and increasingly diverse world.  Roche (2010) describes 
the range of education students receive in liberal arts as a meaningful tool in preparing them for 
the future, writing in his book, Why Choose the Liberal Arts?, “This breadth aids specialized 
pursuits, as the more broadly educated we are, the better we are able to place new and 
specialized knowledge within a larger mosaic and to ask creative questions within our discipline 
from a range of alternative perspectives” (p. 6).  Jessica, Erica, and Isabelle were aware of their 
own gains through such an education.  It is possible that other participants may have felt 
similarly; because this was not an area of focus for this study specific questions regarding liberal 
arts competencies were not asked.   
Theme 4 Summary 
The fourth theme revealed through analysis of participant interviews sheds light on the 
experiences students indicated as finding meaningful for supporting their aspirations and 
expectations for the future.  The most commonly occurring pattern related to experiences within 
the classroom, including through new student orientation courses, and research.  Students gained 
confidence through professor feedback and the normalizing of challenges within classes, classes 
that encouraged open discussion and engagement, and having the opportunity to engage with 
peers and graduate students.  New student orientation courses equipped students with tools 
needed to address challenges, seek out resources, and make plans.   
Students also indicated feeling positively regarding their futures based on self-efficacy 
built through the transfer experience.  They were able to identify their own areas of growth 




for future transitions, too.  Last, three students described ways in which they felt like the 
coursework required of them for their majors helped them to develop skills and competencies 
that would serve as assets to them in their pursuits following graduation.  They had an 
appreciated for their liberal arts backgrounds and felt that their experiences would be recognized 
and valued by others as they sought job opportunities as well.   
This theme reflected components of validation theory but extends beyond Rendon’s 
ideas.  It aligns with Rendon’s beliefs regarding the importance of engagement with faculty and 
peers as sources of validation and the relationship between validation and self-efficacy (Rendon, 
1994; Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).  However, this theme goes further to add that for these 
students specifically there are unique experiences that they encounter and obstacles they 
overcome that can also contribute to a sense of internal validation and confidence.  Rendon 
Linares & Munoz (2011) suggest that “both external affirmation and internal acknowledgements 
of self-competence are important in shaping academic success” (p. 17).  The unique experiences 
for these students are their experiences as transfer students who must transition to a new 
university and navigate a new environment as well as the specific academic experiences they 
gain through a liberal arts curriculum.  Rendon theorized that non-traditional students require 
external validation in order to develop a sense of self-capableness and agency (Rendon Linares 
& Munoz, 2011).  In many cases this may be true, but perhaps there are other ways that these 
feelings of self-efficacy can be developed for these students, outside of the interactions that 
Rendon identifies as meaningful for gaining validation.  
Chapter Summary 
Chapter 5 provided an explanation of the four themes and nine patterns identified through 
analysis of participant interviews.  These themes and patterns tell the stories of the participants as 




and as they consider their future aspirations and expectations.  Students spoke about sources of 
validation outside of the university setting, they described their expectations of validation while 
at their university as well as barriers that kept them from engaging with those sources of 
validation, and they described the experiences they found to support positive feelings as they 
looked towards their professional and advanced education opportunities following graduation.  
Chapter 6 will offer a more thorough discussion of these findings and their relationship to the 
research questions, as well as implications provided through these findings for policy, practice, 





CHAPTER 6.    DISCUSSION 
The preceding chapter explored the four primary themes revealed through the analysis of 
interviews conducted with seven study participants.  All participants are community college 
transfer students who were enrolled full time in the fall of 2019 with a liberal arts discipline 
major.  The four themes include: sources of validation outside of higher education, variations in 
expectations of the university experience, barriers to engaging as transfer students, and 
experiences supporting aspirations and positive expectations.  Patterns associated with each 
theme were shared in Chapter 5, including direct quotes and paraphrased commentary of what 
students shared that reflected each pattern.  A discussion of how each theme related to the 
theoretical framework used to guide this study, Rendon’s (1994) validation theory, was also 
included in the previous chapter.  Chapter 6 will provide discussion of how the findings of this 
study inform the research questions, followed by an explanation of how these findings inform the 
practice of faculty and staff, policy associated with higher education, and recommendations for 
future research. 
Figure 6-1 provides an illustration of how the findings of this study relate to the research 
questions.  The first research question explored what validating experiences inform education 
and career expectations for community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts 
disciplines.  The themes associated with this research question include families as supplemental 
support and validation and educational experiences that support aspirations and positive 
expectations.  Indirectly related to research question 1 was the finding that students varied in 
their expectations of the support they would encounter at the university.  It was found that this 
was in part due to whether the student was a first-generation student or not.  The second research 






Figure 6-1.  Themes and patterns in relationship to the study’s research questions 
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experienced validation at their four-year institution.  These experiences can be summarized in 
three ways: the transfer experience; classroom, research, and orientation seminar experiences; 
and liberal arts education as a tool for the future.  Indirectly related to this question were two 
themes: student expectations regarding their university experience varied in comparison to what 
we understand about traditional student expectations and students often encountered barriers to 
engagement based on busy work schedules, the need to commute, and a focus on increasingly 
difficult classes. 
Findings in Relationship to the Research Questions 
The research questions for this study are: 
1. What validating experiences inform education and career expectations for community 
college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines?  
2. How do community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines 
experience validation at their four-year institution? 
Based on my findings and their connections to the theoretical framework, this study’s research 
questions are addressed in the following ways.  Figure 6-1 provides an illustration of the themes 
and patterns in relationship to the research questions. 
Research Question 1 
The first research question asks what validating experiences the participants found to be 
meaningful as they considered their education and career expectations post-graduation.  Overall, 
all student participants described experiencing instances of interpersonal and academic validation 
that they found to be meaningful; however, the source of these validating experiences varied.  
When asked about what sort of experiences most supported their expectations for the future, 




parents and siblings, and through experiences associated with their college environment.  Five of 
the seven students described their families as meaningful sources of validation.  The other two 
students described relying more heavily on faculty and staff as sources for validation as they 
planned for the future.  Although all the participants described faculty and staff as providing 
them with validating experiences, these two students more heavily relied on faculty and staff 
given the absence of validation from their families.   
Regarding validating experiences from their families, students indicated that their 
expectations for the future were best supported when the validation they received was more 
specific in nature.  When parents or siblings provided them with validating messages that 
included pieces of advice on more specific steps they could take related to their planned post-
graduation pursuits they felt that they were given tools to overcome expected obstacles and felt 
that it implied their family believed in them.  Examples of this included encouragement 
regarding pursuing internship experiences or acquiring financial support for their graduate 
education.  Each of the students who had parents or siblings who had attended college were more 
likely to receive specific support from their families grounded in actual experiences in 
comparison to first-generation students, who reported their parents often offered more broad 
validation, such as ‘you can do anything you put your mind to’.  Although all but one of the first-
generation students still felt their families believed in them, they acknowledged that they 
required validation from other sources, including their educational experience, in order to feel 
more confidently as they considered their expectations for the future.   
The differences between the levels of specificity in validation students received from 
their families links to literature on concrete and abstract aspirations.  Mickelson (1990) suggests 




parents and families, and students who receive more concrete encouragement, rooted in actual 
family member experiences, are more likely to exert academic effort, correlating to stronger 
academic performance.  This study’s finding provides new opportunity for applying Mickelson’s 
concepts.  First, Mickelson focused on educational aspirations while students in this study were 
questioned on their expected circumstances following graduation.  Existing literature already 
identifies overlap between research on aspirations and expectations (Khattab, 2015), so this 
finding provides additional support for this connection.  This finding suggests that concrete 
encouragement that includes pieces of advice both help to maintain aspirations and encourage 
more positive expectations for the future.  It is possible that concrete validation helps to translate 
broader aspirations into more clear, specific expectations.  Further research on this topic, more 
closely examining the mechanisms through which expectations and aspirations are maintained 
through validation, could expand understanding of how to better support student goals.   
Given this, this finding also offers opportunity for expansion upon the conceptual 
framework of validation theory.  While Mickelson (1990) does not use the specific term 
validation, her description of support students receive from families reflects similar ideas to the 
experiences Rendon describes (1994).  Rendon does differentiate between sources of validation 
and categorizes validation by whether it is academic or interpersonal in nature, however, she 
does not analyze the impact of validation based on its specificity or upon what the validation is 
grounded in.  My study’s findings offer opportunity for further defining validation, allowing for 
differentiation of the type of validating messages students receive beyond whether it is academic 
or interpersonal.  Looking beyond categorizing validating experiences as academic or 
interpersonal allows for increased depth of understanding of how validation benefits students and 




Students described three types of experiences associated with their college environment 
that were meaningful for them as they considered their career and advanced education options.  
First, navigating their transfer experience and the sense of confidence built through their ability 
to overcome challenges was impactful for participants.  They described feeling that obstacles 
were expected and that they had overcome them before, leaving them feeling prepared to do so 
again in new arenas.  This finding expands upon research by Laanan et al. (2011) and Moser 
(2014), which focuses on the concept of transfer student capital (TSC).  TSC research suggests 
that students develop feelings of self-efficacy through the relationships and experiences they 
build as they adjust to their transfer transition.  However, TSC has traditionally focused on how 
this newly developing sense of self-efficacy can aid in the adjustment process, not how it can 
support student expectations beyond graduation.  This study shows that TSC building 
experiences can also provide validation to students as they consider their next life transition.  
Their transition as transfer students provided opportunity to build confidence in their ability to 
problem solve and overcome challenges as they navigate new environments.  They anticipate 
that the same skills will be called upon as they seek employment or advanced education and this 
anticipation causes them to feel more confidently about their ability to navigate life following 
graduation.  
Students also described feeling well-equipped to pursue career opportunities based on the 
tools provided to them through their liberal arts preparation.  These feelings regarding the 
benefits of coursework in the liberal arts align with the arguments supporters of liberal arts 
education make regarding its strengths in comparison to education strictly focused on 
professional training (Roche, 2010).   This research provides further evidence in support of the 




confidence through the skills and knowledge they gain.  Examples provided by students in this 
study included analytical thinking, professional communication skills, and the ability to 
collaborate with others on a team.  They felt that the broad skills and knowledge they had gained 
were marketable for employment opportunities and allowed them to be flexible in the 
opportunities they pursue if needed.  Students indicated receiving validating messages from 
faculty and staff regarding the value of the knowledge and skills they have gained by pursuing a 
liberal arts degree and the tools they now have as they consider their post-graduation prospects, 
causing them to feel more confidently.   
Last, students described the interactions they encountered with faculty and peers through 
undergraduate research opportunities, new student seminar classes, and engagement with 
classroom participation as meaningful as they consider their expectations for the future.   Kuh 
(2008) identified undergraduate research and new student seminar classes as high impact 
activities that support student success, too.  However, Kuh describes a need for deeper 
collaboration and engagement which contrasts with the simple and brief instances of peer and 
faculty interaction students in this study describe as impactful for them.  For example, students 
described simple occasional exchanges with various peers sitting near them in classes as helping 
them to feel like they belong and are validated, even though they never learned the other 
students’ names.  This finding will be considered in more detail in the discussion for research 
question 2, which focuses specifically on university experiences. 
Overall, all participants described experiencing validation that was meaningful to them as 
they considered their expectations for the future.  The majority described relying upon their 
families for messages of validation, which students consistently shared finding especially helpful 




regarding their plans.  Students also shared experiencing validation that impacted their 
expectations from interaction with the college environment including with college faculty and 
staff.  The depth of these experiences varied.  It is possible that those students who reported 
finding less meaningful validation through experiences associated with the college environment 
were less in need of validation from that source.  This could be due to their own grit and 
perseverance in addition to the presence of family as a source of validation.   
Research Question 2   
The second research question focused on how community college transfer students 
majoring in a liberal arts disciplines experienced validation through interactions with their 
university.  There is some overlap between research question 1 and 2.  Research question 1 
included information regarding validating experiences students found to be meaningful as they 
considered their expectations for the future.  These experiences included those encountered 
outside of the educational environment, at the community college, and at the university.  The 
experiences described in association with research question two could have also been meaningful 
in relationship to their expectations for the future.  However, the encounters that are shared in 
this section were identified by students as particularly notable for them when they considered the 
validation they experienced through interaction with the university environment.  Students 
reported receiving both interpersonal and academic validation through engagement with 
experiences provided by the university specifically. 
There were four primary ways students reported experiencing meaningful validation at 
the university specifically: by engaging with research opportunities within their department, by 
completing a new student seminar class required for students in their major, from faculty 
members through classroom discussions and feedback on their work, and through classroom 




validating experiences they considered as meaningful did not align entirely with what Rendon 
describes.  Students recognized barriers they encountered that kept them from engaging with the 
university environment in many of the ways Rendon (1994) describes as needed in order to 
receive validation.  Barriers students identified as keeping them from meeting with professors 
outside of class, developing relationships with peers, and participating in outside of class 
activities – all of which Rendon identifies as important opportunities for validation – included 
working a significant number of hours, the need to commute to save money, and a focus on 
increasingly difficult coursework.  Students indicated that they did not expect to receive 
significant levels of engagement outside of the classroom when they entered the university given 
the challenges these barriers provided.  These barriers were largely anticipated by the students.  
As a result, they reported feeling largely untroubled and unsurprised by their lack of closeness 
with faculty and peers, and did not feel that this lack of engagement impacted their feelings of 
satisfaction regarding the validation they received within the university environment. 
This finding does not seem to align with a number of theories related to student retention 
and persistence, including Astin’s theory of involvement (1984), which highlights the 
importance of campus engagement and social and academic integration for student success 
(Astin et al., 2012).  Astin defined involvement as “the quantity and quality of physical and 
psychological energy that students invest in the college experience (p. 307), and found that 
factors that support retention are associated with increased involvement on campus and those 
that are associated with attrition are associated with lack of involvement on campus.  Astin found 
that students who worked and commute experience decreased involvement and identify less with 




It is possible that the experiences and needs of these students differ from those Astin’s or 
Rendon’s theories account for.  First, neither theory makes specific consideration for post-
transfer student experience.  Astin’s (1984) theory considers the educational environment, 
however, he assumes students will engage with one learning environment, failing to grant 
consideration to how the transition of transferring would impact student outcomes.   His theory 
was developed through study of the persistence of traditional college students, and the students 
in this study may expect, seek, and engage in differing experiences in comparison to traditional 
students.  It is possible that transfer student engagement at the community college environment 
more closely aligns with Astin’s theory, however, once students reach their transfer institution 
perhaps their needs for involvement and development have shifted.  
Similarly, Rendon’s (1994) theory, while frequently used to describe the experiences of 
community college students, may not capture the experience of students who have built 
increased TSC following their transfer.  The students in this study match Rendon’s students of 
focus given her attention to community college student experience, but the experiences of this 
study’s participants differ based on their having transferred to a new environment.  Students 
reported that their experience as transfer students helped them to build TSC as they successfully 
navigated their transfer transition.  It is possible that rather than requiring the same level of 
validation as new community college students, this study’s students anticipated challenges 
ahead, so were less surprised when barriers arose that kept them from engaging with the 
university environment as other students would.   
This finding also relates to the research of Yee (2016).  Through an ethnographic study 
comparing the experiences of first-generation and middle class college students, Yee found that 




responsibility on themselves and their own efforts to succeed.  The middle class students, on the 
other hand, engaged with peers and faculty as additional strategies for success and felt that they 
took responsibility for their learning by asking for and accepting help.  Yee describes these 
differences, writing,  
Unlike middle class students who interpreted that responsibility as reaching out to seek 
help, first-generation students interpreted the responsibility as being on their own to 
succeed. As a result, the engagement strategies of first-generation students typically did 
not include interacting with faculty and university support staff. They did not expect 
professors to “hold their hands” and believed that their best strategy for success was 
relying on themselves (p. 845-846).   
Yee adds that first-generation students took pride in succeeding on their own, while 
middle class students felt entitled to this support and expected it so felt no damage to their pride 
when seeking assistance.  It was concluded that because middle class students drew upon dual 
engagement strategies for success, independent and interactive, based on their willingness to 
seek support from others, they were more likely to be successful.  These differences in approach 
resulted in disparities in academic outcomes including gradepoint average and persistence.  
Considering this study’s findings in relationship to this study’s findings challenges our 
assumptions regarding transfer students.  Past research suggests a deficit in transfer student 
ability based on a belief that they are academically underprepared and less likely to engage, 
placing transfer students at risk for success at their receiving institution unless they receive 
significant outreach and support (Clark, 1960; Townsend & Wilson, 2006).  We must 
acknowledge that although these students’ experiences may differ in comparison to those of 
students who enter directly from high school, these students are not necessarily deficient.  They 
have chosen to enroll at the community college, making an informed decision based on financial 
or logistical considerations, not because they were academically ineligible to attend the 




as they independently navigate their new environment.  This finding does not mean students do 
not benefit from support and validation, even if they do not expect such support when they enter, 
as students in this study describe.  Transfer students can still benefit from support helping them 
to employ tools they possess, affirming them as students and acknowledging their past 
experiences navigating transitions.  Such support serves to fortify them as they move forward 
through their programs, making plans for the future along the way.   
We must then consider whether transfer students require more support in comparison to 
other students, or just somewhat different, more targeted support.  It is not that they are at risk 
because they fail to engage with the university environment, as other theories or frameworks 
may suggest, but rather the way they engage with learning and the campus environment may 
differ.  As a result, support should be designed to align with these differences.  For example, 
research finds that new students benefit from new student orientation seminar courses (Hoover, 
2010).  Transfer students benefit from transfer-specific orientation courses not because they have 
increased needs, but because orientation courses can benefit all students.  Such an experience 
would allow them to learn ways to further develop independent tools and benefit from 
acknowledgement of their experiences having come from another institution. 
Such a finding presents opportunity for extending the framework used to guide this study.  
Rendon’s theory of validation is an appropriate framework for understanding the validation 
needs of community college students when they first navigate community college, additional 
considerations must be made for the experience of community college transfer students 
following their transfer.  First, I would argue that a shift towards recognizing community college 
transfer student strengths, rather than approaching them as a population with additional risks, can 




what opportunities exist for developing policies and practice around their strengths.  Rendon 
places focus on how students engage with supports, which reflects interactive strategies as 
described by Yee (2016), however, it must be recognized that many students prefer to rely upon 
independent and self-reliant strategies.  Although my study’s exploration is able to offer initial 
insight on this topic, further research would help to clarify the nuances of community college 
transfer student experience when considering the validating needs of students based on their 
preferences for engagement. 
Implications and Recommendations 
The findings of this exploratory study offer implications for practice, policy, and 
recommendations for future research.  These implications and recommendations will be offered 
in the following section.   
Implications for Practice 
This study’s findings can serve to inform the practice of higher education faculty and 
staff.  Some practices could be useful for application at both the community college and 
university setting.  For example, regardless of type of institution, faculty and staff would be able 
to better support students by offering validation that is more specific in nature.  Although 
students shared about the specificity of validation provided to them by family, in the absence of 
family as a source of concrete validation, faculty can fill the void.  Validating messages that are 
embedded with advice and provide clear direction as they plan for the future from sources that 
students deem as reputable experts in their content areas can help them to feel better equipped 
despite anticipated challenges ahead.   
This recommendation relates to existing literature by D’Amico and colleagues (2014), 
which suggests that community college transfer students benefit from support from faculty and 




can be especially meaningful for students who come from backgrounds where their families and 
friends have less familiarity with their chosen occupational or educational pursuits (Tate et al., 
2015; Vargas, 2004).  Students in this study reported finding it helpful when faculty created 
direct ties between the content or skills they were being taught and their use in occupational 
settings.  This is an example of specific validation faculty can provide.  If these messages were 
personalized to them and their interests and strengths it was found to be even more meaningful, 
as it provides validation not just in support of their belonging at the institution but also for their 
belonging in future professions or career paths.  Such experiences of validation can be 
consistently incorporated by faculty through course lectures and discussions, feedback on course 
assignments, and office hour meetings with students (D’Amico et al., 2014; Hanson, Paulsen, & 
Pascarella, 2016; Rendon Linares & Munoz, 2011).   
 At the university setting this more tailored validation can also be achieved through 
engagement with research opportunities.  My findings provide evidence that these research 
opportunities can be positive experiences for students as they consider their expectations for the 
future.  Recognizing the positive impact participation in research settings can have on students, 
other faculty could consider making a more concerted effort to recruit transfer students to 
participate in their research labs.  Specifically inviting students to join their lab teams, providing 
opportunity for positive engagement with other peers within the lab setting, and making 
themselves available to serve as faculty mentors can strengthen students’ positive expectations 
for the future through increased validation.   
The benefits of undergraduate research opportunities are well-researched (Beckham et al., 
2018; Kuh, 2008).  However, little is known regarding the engagement of transfer student 




There is also limited research on the effect of offering academic credit or wages for students’ 
participation in research laboratories (Mateja & Otto, 2007).  Based on what study participants 
share, an additional recommendation would be to offer research opportunities for academic 
credit or wages.  The opportunity to earn credit or wages for their work as research assistants 
could be especially beneficial for transfer students, who are more likely to be working off-
campus (CCRC, 2018).  The opportunity to engage in research, paid or for academic credit, 
could reduce the student’s need to work off campus or could lighten their credit needs.  The 
participants in this study who described research participation as a form of meaningful 
engagement indicated they would not have participated in research had they not been able to also 
earn credit for that experience.  The knowledge that it helped them to progress towards 
graduation caused them to feel that it was a better investment of their time than had it been 
strictly a volunteer experience.  These participants acknowledged that they were not aware of 
research assistant positions within their department that paid them for their time but had there 
been they would have been interested in pursuing the opportunity.  This finding provides better 
understanding of what has been impactful for a group of students who have gained validation, 
offering insight into a potential approach for validating others who may have similarly benefits 
from such support.   
Staff can also support students’ post-graduation expectations through validation when 
working with students.  Such validation was found to be meaningful for transfer students within 
this study when engaging with faculty, so providing similar experiences to students through 
academic and career advising could further support student validation as they consider what 
awaits them following graduation.  Existing literature supports the importance of academic and 




2019; Nuñez & Yoshimi, 2017; Wyner et al., 2016).  Academic advising staff could help 
students by providing transfer credit evaluation consultation and partnering with them to develop 
personalized graduation plans, highlighting the value of their educational and co-curricular 
experiences in relationship to their future goals (Daddona, Mondie-Milner, & Goodson, 2019).  
They can help students to select courses and experiences that align with their interests and 
identify sources of information and support that will provide them with the tools needed to create 
and execute their post-graduation plans.  This does not require considerable support beyond what 
a student direct from high school would receive, but does require somewhat differing 
considerations.  While providing this service, advisors should provide explicit messages of 
validation, indicating that they believe in the student’s ability to build upon their own prior 
experiences, including their transfer transition, to complete these tasks and use these tools to 
reach their goals.  This serves as affirmation for a student as they continue to move towards their 
goals.   
Career services staff can work with students to develop methods for communicating the 
transferability of the skills they have developed through these experiences, including those 
related to their liberal arts training, helping them to feel further encouragement as they formulate 
their post-graduation plans.  While general research on the value of career advising exists 
(Daddona, Mondie-Milner, & Goodson, 2019), scholarship on the influence of career advising 
for transfer students or students in liberal arts disciplines is lacking.  Future research focused on 
needs and considerations for these student groups could result in more tailored services, better 
supporting them based on their unique strengths.   
Implications for Policy 
This study reveals several implications for policy that must be considered.  First, for the 




environments that support such efforts.  Such efforts should be made from an approach seeking 
to leverage strengths rather than attending to assumed deficits.  While the conditions of this 
university allowed for opportunities for validation for some transfer students, this was not 
necessarily the case for all students in all departments and may not be the case at all institutions.  
This offers points of consideration for administrators as they explore opportunities for better 
supporting students.  For example, participants shared that not all faculty they encountered 
showed interest in undergraduate student support.  However, if administrator emphasis was more 
clearly placed on the need for developing opportunities for engagement outside of the typical 
classroom experience students may have more opportunity for validation (Mateja & Otto, 2007; 
Townsend & Wilson, 2006).  Faculty should be recognized for their efforts supporting 
undergraduate students by educational leadership and administration (Miller, Rocconi, & 
Dumford 2013).  Consideration must also be given to the context and nature of the institution.  
This study took place at a research-intensive institution, meaning faculty are rewarded for their 
research productivity (Dewine et al., 2017).   When this is the case, educational leadership must 
work to emphasize that undergraduate student support by faculty should not suffer as a result of 
focus on their own research efforts.   
Curriculum decisions must also be made with student preferences and needs for 
validation in mind.  Although most students in this study did not seek to engage with peers or 
faculty outside of class, they did recognize that experiences in new student orientation courses 
and undergraduate research labs were validating and meaningful to them as they considered their 
expectations for the future.  However, not all departments at this university offered and required 
transfer orientation seminars or undergraduate research opportunities.  New student orientation 




students specific to their departments offered if possible (Flaga 2006).  Although the structure of 
seminar programming may vary depending on the department or institution, offering a course 
that extends beyond more typical new student orientation programming lasting one to two days 
prior to the start of the term is needed (Flaga, 2006; Hoover, 2010).  Doing so provides 
opportunity for students to engage with peers, develop tools for understanding the requirements 
of their new major and navigating their new university, and discover opportunities for 
engagement that will suit their interests and needs (Hoover, 2010).    
Similarly, undergraduate research opportunities within their department should be offered 
and encouraged (Beckham et al., 2018).  Students should be educated on the value of these 
opportunities and how to pursue them within their new student orientation course.  Further, 
efforts should be made to develop curriculum that can be easily linked to skills and knowledge 
helpful for employability.  This does not mean coursework must be in direct alignment with 
specific occupations, such as engineering or health-related professions, but students must be 
helped to clearly identify the tools that their academic preparation is providing them in order to 
build confidence in the power of their educational background (Roche, 2010; Shaffer & 
Zalewski, 2011). 
University administrators must also become creative in strengthening opportunities for 
students to engage on campus.  While some students in this study shared encountering examples 
of these opportunities within their own experiences, these experiences were not widespread, and 
opportunities were not heavily promoted.  Opportunities designed to provide value to students 
beyond the experience itself can be useful for encouraging student participation.  For example, 
multiple students in this study shared the value of working on campus and the opportunity it 




money they depended on to support themselves.  Providing a source of employment to students 
is a well-documented retention tool (Astin, 1984; Burlison, 2015; Freeman & Ortiz, 2019; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  Not all students felt that this was an option for them though.  
When asked why they did not seek on-campus employment students indicated feeling that on-
campus employment would not pay well enough for them, especially given the limited number 
of hours campus student employees are allowed to work.  Administrators could work to fund 
campus positions that provide competitive compensation and supplement these wages with 
support through grants and scholarships, giving students alternatives to their current dependence 
on increased off-campus work hours and commuting.   
The above-mentioned strategies can aid student retention and support student 
expectations as they consider their plans following graduation.  The ability of universities to 
promote these opportunities, paired with the presence of articulation agreements with partnering 
community colleges, can also serve as powerful recruitment strategies for those colleges seeking 
to strengthen their student enrollment numbers (Stern, 2016; Wyner et al., 2016).  Distributing 
information to students at community colleges prior to their transfer not only helps to promote 
their university to a base of prospective students, it also helps those students to understand what 
they would find at their new university environment and what they can expect upon their 
transition.  Although the students in this study were drawn to the university as an avenue through 
which they could achieve their goals, only those students who had family members who were 
familiar with the university environment felt they knew what to expect after they transferred, 
despite feeling confident about their decision to transfer.  Taking these steps could provide all 




students, including what opportunities exist for them to engage in meaningful ways as they plan 
for their futures.   
Recommendations for Future Research 
This study provided opportunity for the exploration of experiences of validation reported 
by community college transfer students majoring in soft, pure disciplines, as defined by Biglan 
(1973), as they consider their plans and expectations following graduation.  Although this 
study’s design allowed for a close examination of the experiences of a small, specific group of 
participants, other approaches to the study of validation for community college transfer students 
could further shed light on factors in relationship to student aspirations and expectations.  For 
this reason, future research with similar research questions could be conducted in other 
institutional settings or with a focus on other discipline types.  Such research could clarify the 
influence of contextual factors associated with the institutional environment or the experience of 
students based on their chosen discipline.  For example, students pursuing a hard, applied 
discipline such as engineering may perceive other experiences inside or outside of the classroom 
as meaningful as they consider their prospects for the future.   
One finding of this study related to the form of validation the student received, whether it 
was abstract or concrete, and how helpful the student found that validation when it came to their 
own feelings of confidence and preparedness for life post-graduation.   This finding aligns with 
research by Mickelson (1990), which differentiates abstract and concrete aspirations.  Parents 
who communicate more abstract aspirations for their children’s futures are less familiar with the 
college-going process and the college environment and share attitudes that “are not necessarily 
reflective of individual interests, behavior, or skills” (Mickelson, 1990, p.46).  A similar finding 
was identified in this study when examining the types of validating messages students received 




this study, future researchers may seek to further examine the effect of validation for students 
based on demographic variables, including whether they are first-generation or not, and whether 
those validation types influenced feelings of validation differently.  This study demonstrated that 
students’ perceptions of their needs for validation varied, meaning there may be differential 
effects of validation for students based on student characteristics.  The role concrete validation 
may play in translating aspirations into expectations may also offer benefits.  Such exploration 
could help families and college faculty and staff to better support students as they plan for the 
future. 
Such a finding also offer further opportunity for research associated with the theoretical 
framework for this study.  First, no research differentiating between the types of validating 
messages students receive, whether they are broad or specific in nature, has been found.  An 
attempt to differentiate validating experiences could offer a new method for refining our 
understanding of validation and the value it offers to students beyond their persistence in 
education.  Validation that provides specific information could not just bolster confidence and 
feelings of self-efficacy and belonging but could also transmit meaningful information helpful 
for planning purposes.  Limited research explores the impact of validation following bachelor’s 
degree completion (Shade, 2019).  Doing so could extend its use as we work to identify methods 
for supporting positive student outcomes beyond graduation.   
One of the most unexpected outcomes of this study was the finding that students’ 
expectations of support from faculty and staff were so limited.  This did not align with Rendon’s 
study on validation, which focused on the interactive or relational needs of first-semester 
community college students.  Instead, considering the research of Yee (2016) when conducting 




transfer students could be revealing.  This offers a new way to consider differences in levels of 
engagement between students, and could offer insight when designing transfer student support 
both in practice and in policy.  Such research could support Yee’s argument that transfer students 
do not fail to engage because they are apathetic, underprepared, or otherwise high-risk, but rather 
because they place the responsibility for success entirely on themselves and prefer to engage 
with learning in ways that are less valued by institutions.  Investigating how to highlight and 
leverage the strengths of students who are so self-reliant could offer implications for policy and 
practice as well.   
Further research exploring the use of validation theory could also examine students’ 
validation needs in relationship to their feelings of confidence as they enter the university 
environment.  What the students in this study communicated did not seem to align with what 
Rendon indicates as needed in order for students to be validated.  This could in part be because 
these students felt confident with their decision to transfer and with their ultimate ability to 
navigate the transition required of them.  The students in this study had planned to start at a 
community college based on financial or logistical reasons.  However, examining the 
experiences of students who were not academically eligible to attend the university so instead 
enrolled at the community college could yield interesting results.   
Because this case study focused on the perceptions of students regarding their 
experiences prior to their graduations, information was only captured at one point in time, and 
did not reflect actual decision-making once students had completed their degrees.  This means 
that data was not collected regarding what pursuits or outcomes students actually achieve 
following their graduation.  While student perceptions are useful to explore given existing 




decision-making (Wolniak & Engberg, 2019), future research could further investigate whether 
some validating experiences are more impactful on actual career or educational outcomes than 
others.  Research could also more closely examine these outcomes by separating out career 
outcomes from advanced education outcomes.  Recent research by Miller, Rocconi, and 
Dumford (2017) found that the influence of particular high impact practices on planned pursuits 
following graduation varied depending on whether students were pursuing work or graduate 
education.  It is possible a similar finding could reveal itself when examining the influence of 
validation on students with differing initial post-graduation pursuits, whether they plan to pursue 
employment or further their education following completion of their bachelor’s degree.   
Last, while this study included literature on student aspirations and expectations given the 
overlap within the literature on these topics, the questions posed to student participants in this 
study primarily focused on their post-graduation expectations.  The decision was made to pose 
questions focused on expectations because expectations are more focused on students’ actual 
assessment of their anticipated outcomes, which are more closely tied to actual decision making 
in comparison to their more abstract goals and aspirations (Khattab, 2015; Wolniak & Engberg, 
2019).  Future research could further explore the relationship between validating experiences and 
the longer-term goals and aspirations students have.  For example, a longitudinal study could 
examine whether certain experiences of validation influence long-term aspiration achievement 
more than others and whether these outcomes vary by student demographic. 
Conclusion 
 The preceding chapter provides discussion of the ways in which this study’s findings 
address the study’s two primary research questions.  These questions focused on what validating 
experiences inform community college transfer students’ expectations for the future and how 




that universities consider the support and validation they offer students and what such 
experiences could offer students beyond meeting retention and persistence goals.  While helping 
students to reach graduation is certainly important, ensuring that students feel confidently 
regarding what opportunities await them following graduation is essential too.  This must be 
accomplished with a focus on leveraging students’ strengths, fortifying their persistence in 
pursuit of their goals through affirmation and validation from faculty and staff. 
It is expected that students seek education as a pathway towards occupational or 
professional goals.  Colleges and universities promote programs and recruit students 
emphasizing the opportunities that education can provide.  As a result, staff, faculty, and 
administrators must ensure they are making good on that promise and are producing graduates 
who feel positively regarding their career prospects based on the educational product they 
purchased.  This study sought to better understand what experiences can support more positive 
expectations as students consider what opportunities or challenges may exist for them once they 
complete their baccalaureate degree.  Based on this exploration, recommendations for practice, 
policy, and future research are offered.  It is hoped that this study can contribute to our 
understanding of how institutions may better support community college transfer students, 
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My name is Kristin Towers and I am a doctoral student in the Higher Education Administration 
program here at this university.  I am currently conducting a study associated with my 
dissertation.  The purpose of this study is to better understand experiences of validation 
encountered by transfer students as they make education and career plans.  Because you are a 
community college transfer student you are being invited to participate in this study. 
 
Students who are selected to participate are asked to take part in a set of two one-on-
one interviews with me, scheduled at your convenience, each lasting under an hour.  If you 
would consider participating I ask that you complete a brief screening questionnaire, which can 
be found linked below. The questionnaire is just seven questions long and takes just a few 
minutes to complete.  The deadline to complete the questionnaire is Sunday, September 29th.   
 
Those who have completed the screening questionnaire will be entered into a drawing for a $20 
gift card to Amazon. Your eligibility is not dependent on your completion of the pair of 
interviews.   
  
Survey Link (https://forms.gle/zxp1ACiH6H9HUxZK8) 
  








Screening Questionnaire Questions 
 
Your completion of this screening questionnaire indicates your interest in potentially 
participating in the researcher’s dissertation project.  Participation is completely voluntary and 
can be terminated at any time in the research process.  No identifying information of participants 
will be shared and all research materials will be maintained in a secure location. 
1. Name 






3. What is your major? 
4. Did you previously attend a community college?  
Yes 
No 
5. How many semesters have you attended this university prior to Fall 2019? 
6. What are your plans after earning your bachelor’s degree?  
 I plan to work following graduation, with no current intentions to earn a graduate 
degree 
 I plan to take some time to work, but may potentially go to graduate school later 
 I plan to apply to graduate program(s) immediately, or within a year of graduation 
 I plan to enter the military or volunteer 
 I will not be seeking work or graduate education following graduation 




Follow Up Scheduling Email 
 
Hello,  
I thank you for taking the time to respond to the questionnaire I had provided in my previous 
email.  Learning about your experience is extremely valuable for helping me to better understand 
the experiences that you have found to be meaningful as an undergraduate transfer.  I would so 
appreciate the opportunity to learn more about your experience here at this university and what 
might have helped or hindered your thinking about the remainder of your time at this university 
and what you might do in the future.  
If you agree to participate you will be asked to meet with me for two audio-recorded interviews 
45-60 minutes in length, scheduled at a time that works for you.  Questions will focus on your 
educational plans and experiences prior to transferring this university, your experience after 
transitioning, and your current educational or career plans.  Information will be kept confidential 
and will not be connected to your name.  No identifying information will be made public and 
there are no perceived risks to participants. 
If you have interest in participating or would like more information, please simply reply to 
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Title of Study: Exploring Validation and Expectations Among  
Community College Transfer Students 
Investigator: Kristin Towers 
 
This form describes a dissertation research project.  This form has information to help you decide 
whether you wish to participate. Research studies include only people who choose to take part—
your participation is completely voluntary. Please discuss any questions you have about the study 




The purpose of this study is to better understand experiences of validation encountered by 
transfer students as they make education and career plans.  You are being invited to participate in 
this study because you are a community college transfer student who is majoring in a liberal arts 
and sciences major.  You should not participate if you are not a community college transfer 
student who is majoring in a liberal arts and sciences major. 
 
Description of Procedures 
 
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to take part in a series of two interviews, each 
approximately forty-five to sixty minutes in length.  You will be asked to answer approximately 
fifteen to twenty questions in each interview.  These questions relate to your experiences as a 
transfer student making education and career plans.  The interviews will be recorded 
electronically for transcription purposes. Once each interview and transcription is completed, 
you will be sent a copy of the transcript for your review. You will be asked to check for accuracy 
and to correct any errors. Once this check occurs and you agree to its accuracy following the 
final interview, your participation in the study will end. 
 
Risks or Discomforts 
 
While participating in this study you should not experience any risks or discomforts. Although 
minimal, a possible risk associated with this study is the possibility that someone outside of the 
study could link your responses back to you. Steps will be taken to protect your anonymity and 
confidentiality (please refer to the “Confidentiality” section on this form). You have the right to 




If you decide to participate in this study, there is not likely to be any benefit given directly to 
you. It is hoped that the information gained in this study will benefit higher education 
professionals and administrators as they work to better serve transfer students and better aid 





Costs and Compensation 
 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study. Those who have completed the 
screening questionnaire will be entered into a random drawing for a $20 gift card to Amazon. 




Participating in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part in the study 
or to stop participating at any time, for any reason, without penalty or negative consequences. 




Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by applicable 
laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available.  
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 
Only the principal investigator, investigator’s faculty advisor, and a qualified transcriptionist 
will have access to the raw data 
When the data are analyzed, an identifying coding system will be used removing your 
identifying information 




You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study. For further information about 
the study, contact:   Kristin Towers 
Principal Investigator 
Email address  
Phone number 
 
By signing this document, you are agreeing to participate in this study. Make sure you 
understand what the study involves before you sign. If you have any questions about the study 
after you agree to participate, you can contact the researcher using the information provided 
above.   
I am 18 years of age or over and agree to take part in this study. 
I also agree that the researcher may obtain information from my educational records, as 
described in this document, for the research. 
 
Participant’s Name (printed)               
  
             




APPENDIX D. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
Research Questions 
1. What validating experiences inform education and career expectations for community 
college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines?  
2. How do community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts disciplines 
experience validation at their four-year institution? 
Interview 1 
 
Background Information & Rapport Building 
 
1. Tell me about yourself. 
a. Tell me about where you grew up. 
b. Tell me about your family. 
c. What college experiences has anyone else in your family had?  What types of 
degrees did they earn? 
d. Where did you attend community college? How long did you go there? 
e. Have you attended any other schools? 
f. When did you start at the university? 
g. When do you think you will likely graduate? 
2. Tell me about your decision to attend college.   
a. What conversations did you have about college with your family or school 
counselor? 
b. Who were the people who assisted you or supported you when planning or 




c. Tell me about any ways you felt encouraged or discouraged to go to college. How 
did you feel about your ability to succeed in college at that time? 
3. What role does your family or extended support network play in your educational 
experiences and decisions? 
a. How would you describe your family’s knowledge about what college is like 
and what being a college student is like?  
b. How would you describe the way your family feels about you attending 
college? 
c. How do your relationships with people outside of the university support your 
academic success or the pursuit of your career goals?   
d. How do your relationships with people outside of the university support your 
feelings of self-confidence or your feeling of belonging in college?  
4. What reasons led you to transfer here? 
a. Describe to me any recollections of what, at that point in your life, you wanted to 
do professionally someday. 
5. 8A.  If participant indicates having had a career plan:  What influenced you to form these 
plans or goals for yourself?   
a. What people or experiences at your community college were helpful or influential 
when making your plans for the future? 
i. What classes sparked your interest or certain professors encouraged you? 
8B.  If participant indicates not having had a career plan:  Why don’t you think you had 




6. Validation is the intentional, proactive affirmation of students, and supports feelings of 
self-efficacy and belonging through interactions with faculty, staff, peers, and family 
(Rendon, 1994).  How would you say you felt validated prior to coming to the university? 
7. Prior to coming to the university how would you say felt invalidated when making or 
pursuing your educational or career goals? 
8. Can you describe your level of confidence when you transferred here?   
a. How certain did you feel about your decision?   
b. How did you feel about whether this school was a ‘good fit’ for you? 
c. What were your expectations for how you thought you would do academically? 
d. What were your expectations for how you thought you would make friends or get 
to know peers? 
9. Describe to me how it has been at the university since you’ve come here in comparison to 
what you expected it to be like. 
a. How have classes been compared to what you expected?? 
b. How have experiences with faculty and staff been compared to what you 
expected?   
c. How have experiences with other students been compared to what you expected? 
10. What are your current plans following graduation? 
a. Describe to me how comfortable or confident you feel with those plans.  
b. How satisfied do you feel with this plan as opposed to other options? 
11. Is there anything else you would like to share about your background, or the process for 






1. Describe to me your relationship with faculty members here at the university. 
a. In what ways do you interact with faculty members? 
b. How have faculty been helpful to you here?   
c. Tell me about how that help been meaningful to you. 
2. Describe to me your relationship with staff here at the university.  
a. In what ways do you interact with staff members? 
b. How have staff been helpful to you here? 
c. How has that help been meaningful to you? 
3. Now tell me about your relationships with other students here at the university. 
a. In what ways do you interact with other students? 
b. In what ways has knowing other students here been helpful to you? 
c. How has help from other students been meaningful to you? 
4. Describe to me any relationships at the university that have been difficult for you.  
a. Tell me about any experiences where you did not feel validated or encouraged. 
b. Can you elaborate upon how those experiences made you feel? 
5. Part of validation is feeling like who you are and where you come from is respected.  Tell me 
about how you feel like who you are and where you come from is treated here at the 
university. 
a. How do you feel like your prior learning experience, whether it be at community 
college, high school, or your personal life, are viewed by faculty, staff, or other 




6. Describe to me any feelings you have regarding how you feel you “fit in” here at the 
university. 
7. What has helped you to feel integrated on campus?   
a. Tell me about any people, experiences, or services who have helped you to feel 
you belong. 
8. What barriers have you faced in becoming part of the campus? 
a. What people, experiences, or services served as obstacles? 
9. What would you change or add to the current transfer experience to help support feelings of 
validation on campus? 
a. Describe anything that comes to mind regarding your classroom experiences, 
faculty or staff relationships, or the services available to you.   
10. Tell me about any ways you feel like you have grown since you first transferred here.   
a. Describe how things went for you in the first weeks or even the first term here at 
the university.  
b. How are things different now? 
11. Thinking back to your experience at the university so far, what lessons you have learned 
about yourself? 
a. How do you see yourself as different in comparison to when you first arrived to 
campus? 
12. What causes you the greatest stress in regard to your schooling right now?   
13. How does that stress affect your life or experiences? 
14. Describe to me your feelings about how you think you might overcome that stress. 




a. How do you view your success here at the university? 
b. Tell me about any areas that you feel you are doing particularly well at. 
i. How does this make you feel? 
c. Tell me about any areas that you feel you are doing less well at. 
i. How does this make you feel?  
16. What are your current plans following graduation? 
17. What expectations do you have about what that will be like?   
a. Will it be hard?  Will you be successful? 
b. What do you think might cause you to think that? 
18. What factors that seemed to influence you as you formulated your current plans for what you 
will do after graduation? 
a. Tell me about any influential event or experience, more information you learned, 
or people who helped you to explore or make decisions.  
19. Describe to me your feelings about how you think things are going at the university currently 
might influence what you think you might do after you graduate. 
20. Tell me about any people you are connected to here at the university that you think you 
might call upon for help in your future educational or career pursuits if needed.   
a. How might you consider utilizing their help? 
21. Based on your experience, what advice would you give to faculty or staff about how best to 
help transfer students feel validated after they come here?  
a. Tell me about how you may or may not have experienced the advice you just 
offered first-hand.   




i. How might it support success? 
22. Based on your experience, what advice would you give to college leadership or people that 
design policies about college about how best to help transfer students feel validated after they 
come here?  
a. Tell me about how you think you may or may not have experienced the advice 
you just gave first-hand. 
b. Why do you consider the advice you just offered as important?   
i. How might it support success? 
Closing Question 
23. Have I missed anything you feel is important for me to know that will help me to better 
understand your experiences after transferring to the university or what can be done to 





APPENDIX E:  THEORY ELEMENT & RESEARCH QUESTION MATRIX 
Rendon (1994) identified six elements to validation.  These elements are listed below.  
Each element is followed by a broad question that communicates how the element will be 
explored in this study.  While the broad question will not be explicitly asked, it does summarize 
what interview questions related to this element seek to understand.  Following a list of these 
elements and of the study’s research questions is an interview protocol matrix, which identifies 
which validation elements and research questions are reflected in each interview question.   
 
I: Validation is an enabling, confirming and supportive process initiated by in-and out-of-class 
agents that foster academic and interpersonal development (Rendon, 1994, p. 16). 
 Broad Question 1: What can you tell me about your experiences related to academic and 
interpersonal validation? 
II: When validation is present, students feel capable of learning; they experience a feeling of self-
worth and feel that they, and everything they bring to the college experience, are accepted and 
recognized as valuable. Lacking validation, students feel crippled, silenced, subordinate, and/or 
mistrusted (Rendon, 1994, p. 16).  
 Broad Question 2: How do your experiences prior to and since transferring to the 
university cause you to feel validated?   
III: Like involvement, validation is a prerequisite to student development (Rendon, 1994, p. 16).  
 Broad Question 3: How do your educational experiences influence your sense of growth 
and feelings of belonging?  How do these feelings guide your expectations for the future? 
IV: Validation can occur both in and out of class. In-class validating agents include faculty, 
classmates, lab instructors, and teaching assistants. Out of class validating agents can be 1) 
significant others, such as a spouse, boyfriend, or girlfriend; 2) family members such as parents, 
siblings, relatives and children; 3) friends, such as classmates and friends attending and not 
attending college; and 4) college staff, including faculty who meet with student out of class, 
counselors/advisors, coaches, tutors, teaching assistants, and resident advisors (Rendon, 1994, p. 
17).  
 Broad Question 4: What can you tell me about the interactions you had with faculty, 
staff, peers, and family during your time at the university?   
V: Validation suggests a developmental process. It is not an end in itself. The more students get 
validated, the richer the academic and interpersonal experience (Rendon, 1994, p. 17).  
 Broad Question 5: Describe your adjustment, or changes that you experienced, as you 
transitioned into the university community and formulate your plans for what follows 
graduation. 
VI: Validation is most effective when offered early on in the student’s college experience, during 
the first year of college and during the first weeks of class (Rendon, 1994, p. 17).  
 Broad Question 6: How did you feel supported to pursue college prior to coming to the 











1. What validating experiences inform education and career expectations for community 
college transfer students majoring in liberal arts and sciences?  
2. How do community college transfer students majoring in liberal arts and sciences 
disciplines experience validation at their four-year institution? 






1. Tell me about yourself. 
a. Tell me about where you grew up. 
b. Tell me about your family. 
c. What college experiences has anyone else in your family 
had?  What types of degrees did they earn? 
d. Where did you attend community college? How long did 
you go there? 
e. Have you attended any other schools? 
f. When did you start at the university? 
g. When do you think you will likely graduate? 
I, II, III, 
IV, VI 
1 
2.  Tell me about your decision to attend college.   
a. What conversations did you have about college with your 
family or school counselor? 
b. Who were the people who assisted you or supported you 
when planning or making decisions about what to do? 
c. Tell me about any ways you felt encouraged or discouraged 
to go to college. How did you feel about your ability to 
succeed in college at that time? 






3.  What role does your family or extended support network play in 
your educational experiences and decisions? 
a. How would you describe your family’s knowledge about 
what college is like and what being a college student is 
like?  
b. How would you describe the way your family feels about 
you attending college? 
c. How do your relationships with people outside of the 
university support your academic success or the pursuit of 
your career goals?   
d. How do your relationships with people outside of the 
university support your feelings of self-confidence or your 
feeling of belonging in college?  
I, II, III, 
IV, VI 
1 
4.  What reasons led you to transfer here? 
a. Describe to me any recollections of what, at that point in 
your life, you wanted to do professionally someday. 
I, II, III, 
IV, VI 
1 
5. 5A.  If participant indicates having had a career plan:  What 
influenced you to form these plans or goals for yourself?   
a. What people or experiences at your community college 
were helpful or influential when making your plans for the 
future? 
ii. What classes sparked your interest or certain 
professors encouraged you? 
5B.  If participant indicates not having had a career plan:  Why 
don’t you think you had an idea of what you wanted to do 
professionally some day? 
I, II, III, 
IV, VI 
1 
6. Validation is the intentional, proactive affirmation of students, and 
supports feelings of self-efficacy and belonging through 
interactions with faculty, staff, peers, and family (Rendon, 1994).  
How would you say you felt validated prior to coming to  the 
university? 
I, II, III, 





7. Prior to coming to the university how would you say you felt 
invalidated when making or pursuing your educational or career 
goals? 
I, II, III, 
IV, V 
1 
8. Can you describe your level of confidence when you transferred 
here?   
a. How certain did you feel about your decision?   
b. How did you feel about whether this school was a ‘good fit’ 
for you? 
c. What were your expectations for how you thought you 
would do academically? 
d. What were your expectations for how you thought you 
would make friends or get to know peers? 
I, II, III, 
IV, V 
1 
9. Describe to me how it has been at the university since you’ve come 
here in comparison to what you expected it to be like. 
a. How have classes been compared to what you expected?? 
b. How have experiences with faculty and staff been compared 
to what you expected?   
c. How have experiences with other students been compared 
to what you expected? 
I, II, III, 
IV, V, VI 
1 
10. What are your current plans following graduation? 
a. Describe to me how comfortable or confident you feel with 
those plans.  
b. How satisfied do you feel with this plan as opposed to other 
options? 
 















1. Describe to me your relationship with faculty members here at the 
university. 
a. In what ways do you interact with faculty members? 
b. How have faculty been helpful to you here?   
c. Tell me about how that help been meaningful to you. 
I, II, IV, VI 2 
2. Describe to me your relationship with staff here at the university.  
a. In what ways do you interact with staff members? 
b. How have staff been helpful to you here? 
c. How has that help been meaningful to you? 
I, II, IV, VI 2 
3. Now tell me about your relationships with other students here at  
the university. 
a. In what ways do you interact with other students? 
b. In what ways has knowing other students here been helpful 
to you? 
c. How has help from other students been meaningful to you? 
I, II, IV, VI 2 
4. Describe to me any relationships at the university that have been 
difficult for you.  
a. Tell me about any experiences where you did not feel 
validated or encouraged. 
b. Can you elaborate upon how those experiences made you 
feel? 
I, II, IV 2 
5. Part of validation is feeling like who you are and where you come 
from is respected.  Tell me about how you feel like who you are 
and where you come from is treated here at the university. 
a. How do you feel like your prior learning experience, 
whether it be at community college, high school, or your 
personal life, are viewed by faculty, staff, or other students?   
I, II, III, 
IV, VI 
2 
6. Describe to me any feelings you have regarding how you feel you 
“fit in” here at the university. 






7. What has helped you to feel integrated on campus?   
a. Tell me about any people, experiences, or services who 
have helped you to feel you belong. 
I, II, III, 
IV, V 
2 
8. What barriers have you faced in becoming part of the campus? 
a. What people, experiences, or services served as obstacles? 
I, II, III, 
IV, V, VI 
2 
9. What would you change or add to the current transfer experience to 
help support feelings of validation on campus? 
a. Describe anything that comes to mind regarding your 
classroom experiences, faculty or staff relationships, or the 
services available to you.  
I, II, III, 
IV, V, VI 
2 
10. Tell me about any ways you feel like you have grown since you 
first transferred here.   
a. Describe how things went for you in the first weeks or even 
the first term here at the university.  
b. How are things different now? 
I, II, III, 
IV, V 
2 
11. Thinking back to your experience at the university so far, what 
lessons you have learned about yourself? 
a. How do you see yourself as different in comparison to when 
you first arrived to campus? 
I, II, III, 
IV, V 
2 
12. What causes you the greatest stress in regard to your schooling 
right now?   
II, III, V 1, 2 
13. How does that stress affect your life or experiences? II, III, V 1, 2 
14. Describe to me your feelings about how you think you might 
overcome that stress. 
 




15. How do you think you are doing here at the university?   
a. How do you view your success here at the university? 
b. Tell me about any areas that you feel you are doing 
particularly well at. 
i. How does this make you feel? 
c. Tell me about any areas that you feel you are doing less 
well at. 
i. How does this make you feel?  
I, II, III, V 2 
16. What are your current plans following graduation? III, V 1 
17.  What expectations do you have about what that will be like?   
a. Will it be hard?  Will you be successful? 
b. What do you think might cause you to think that? 
III, V 1 
18.  What factors that seemed to influence you as you formulated your 
current plans for what you will do after graduation? 
a. Tell me about any influential event or experience, more 
information you learned, or people who helped you to 
explore or make decisions.  
I, II, III, 
IV, V, VI 
1 
19. Describe to me your feelings about how you think things are going 
at the university currently might influence what you think you 
might do after you graduate. 
I, II, III, 
IV, V 
1, 2 
20.  Tell me about any people you are connected to here at the 
university that you think you might call upon for help in your future 
educational or career pursuits if needed.   
a. How might you consider utilizing their help? 
I, II, III, 
IV, V 
1, 2 
21. Based on your experience, what advice would you give to faculty 
or staff about how best to help transfer students feel validated after 
they come here?  
a. Tell me about how you may or may not have experienced 
the advice you just offered first-hand.   
I, II, III, 








b. Why do you consider the advice you just offered as 
important?   
i. How might it support success? 
22. Based on your experience, what advice would you give to college 
leadership or people that design policies about college about how 
best to help transfer students feel validated after they come here?  
a. Tell me about how you think you may or may not have 
experienced the advice you just gave first-hand. 
b. Why do you consider the advice you just offered as 
important?   
i. How might it support success? 
I, II, III, 
IV, V, VI 
2 
